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0. Executive summary 

Social enterprises have been increasingly acknowledged as relevant actors for tackling 

challenges such as ageing population, climate change, unemployment, migration, 

digitalisation or the depopulation of some rural areas. This increasing recognition at a 

European and national level is reflected in the development of policy frameworks which 

accommodate social enterprises such as Ireland’s National Social Enterprise Policy 2019 – 

2022, which represents a milestone for the institutionalisation of the sector. Within this 

policy, a social enterprise is defined as:  

“an enterprise whose objective is to achieve a social, societal or environmental 

impact, rather than maximising profit for its owners or shareholders. It pursues its 

objectives by trading on an ongoing basis through the provision of goods and/or 

services, and by reinvesting surpluses into achieving social objectives. It is governed 

in a fully accountable and transparent manner and is independent of the public sector. 

If dissolved, it should transfer its assets to another organisation with a similar 

mission” (Government of Ireland, 2019a, p. 8). 

This definition, which is in line with the working definition established by the European 

Commission within its ‘Social Business Initiative’ launched in 2011, accommodates a wide 

spectrum of organisations in relation to their missions, fields of activities and resource mix. 

Within Ireland, the abovementioned policy recognises five categories of social enterprise, i.e. 

Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs); enterprise development social enterprises; 

‘deficient demand’ social enterprises; environmental social enterprises and; social enterprises 

contracted by the public sector to deliver public services in disadvantaged areas and 

communities. 

Rural areas have demonstrated to be a fertile ground for social enterprises. A systematic 

literature review based on 83 peer-reviewed journal articles of studies on social enterprises 

operating in different parts of rural Europe shows, firstly, how these organisations generate 

positive impact to dimensions related to wellbeing/health, the environment and socio-

economic development of the rural areas where they are based and operate. Rural social 

enterprises tend to contribute concurrently to more than a single dimension of development, 

therefore enhancing an integrated local/rural development. Secondly, the findings from the 

systematic literature review show the resourcefulness and (social) innovation capacity that 

characterise rural social enterprises. These features are based on the ability of rural social 

enterprise to complement a strong local focus and attachment with the development of 

external relations. This complementarity allows rural social enterprises to mobilise a wide 
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range of resources within resource constrained environments, which these organisations 

combine in new ways to deliver innovative locally focused solutions. Thirdly, the context in 

which rural social enterprises operates is an important factor which influences their work as 

these organisations present an intrinsic relationship with the rural places where they are 

based. In terms of policy context, the role of public institutions and programmes have been 

critical for the development of rural social enterprises; moreover, although social enterprises 

have entered into the policy discourse, research shows that there is a gap between policy 

aspirations and the actual support for social enterprises, especially for those operating in rural 

areas. Furthermore, socio-economic and geographical aspects of the rural contexts in which 

these organisations operate represent both enabling factors, e.g. culture of self-help and 

volunteerism, and; hinder factors, e.g. small market size and geographical isolation, for rural 

social enterprises.  

These characteristics of rural social enterprises suggest some tentative links with the 

principles advocated by current ideas about rural development, such as those of neo-

endogenous development. These links are based, first, on an integrated place-based vision 

for the development of rural areas. Second, on the revalorisation of local resources through 

(social) entrepreneurship and innovation as a core element to enhance rural development. 

Third, on a development characterised by participatory and multi-stakeholder processes and 

by being locally focused and tailor made but externally influenced and supported. In this 

report, these tentative links have been further explored through 28 semi-structured 

interviews with diverse Irish rural social enterprises and rural development stakeholders. The 

data from the interviews have been complemented with field visits, analysis of documents 

and surveys and background information. The analysis of this data outlines eight key 

elements for the contributions of Irish rural social enterprises to a neo-endogenous 

development: 

- enhancement of sustainable and inclusive development, which is in line with the Sustainable 

Development Goals;  

- ability to translate general trends that transcend the boundaries of their 

localities/communities into locally-focused solutions and business opportunities;  

- interrelation between their projects, which means an internal (organisational) transfer of 

resources and contribution towards a more comprehensive and strategic vision of the 

main aim(s) of the organisations;  

- added value to local natural, material, cultural and human resources, which were often previously 

untapped or underutilised;  
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- combination of a wide range of monetary and non-monetary resources, from both public and private 

sources;  

- collaborative relations with multiple actors from different sectors and at different spatial scales;  

- open/democratic and collective leadership, which engage in democratic and participative 

processes within the organisation and with the wider community;  

- need of a diversified skills portfolio, which are difficult to access especially in certain rural 

areas but necessary for the complexity of the projects undertaken by rural social 

enterprises and their long-term sustainability. 

These elements are identified as key for the capacity of rural social enterprises to develop 

social entrepreneurial and innovative processes and solutions that contribute to an integrated 

place-based development of their rural communities within multi-governance frameworks in 

which different stakeholders collaborate for the sustainable development and resilience of 

rural areas.  

Based on these findings and an analysis of the National Social Enterprise Policy 2019 – 2022 

and Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 – 2025, this report provides 31 policy 

recommendations directed to current and future social enterprises and rural development 

policies for unlocking the potential of social enterprises as rural development actors. These 

recommendations address different areas, including (but not limited to):  

- raising awareness/communication of (rural) social enterprises. E.g. it is highlighted the 

importance of complementing a clear communication of  the common features that 

make social enterprises unique with the stress of  sectoral and territorial diversity within 

the sector.  

- funding and support for rural social enterprises. E.g. the need of  funding streams based 

on multi-annual and diversified programmes; the (partial) subsidisation of  highly 

qualified staff  (e.g. managers), especially for social enterprises operating ‘quasi’ public 

services which are non-commercially viable due to the nature of  the service and/or the 

territory of  operation.  

- research. E.g. the combination of  descriptive statistics, quantitative (nominal and 

relative/weight) metrics and qualitative data for a comprehensive and accurate 

assessment and communication of  (rural) social enterprises impact.  

- digitalisation (effects). E.g. the optimization of  digital connectivity, in terms of  

broadband connection and remote working, represent an opportunity to unlock the 

potential of  social enterprises enhancing their connectivity and providing opportunities 
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for engaging highly skilled workers. However, challenges associated with counter-

urbanisation and the use of  limited public/community spaces should be considered to 

balance the socio-economic impact of  the digitalisation processes.  

- territorial/place-based development. E.g. include a territorial dimension, place-based 

approach, within Ireland’s National Social Enterprise Policy to establishing balanced 

measures for those social enterprises based and operating in disadvantage communities 

and territories; harness the potential of  rural social enterprises to contribute to Our 

Rural Future. Rural Development Policy main aim of  achieving integrated place-based 

development of  rural areas. 

In conclusion rural social enterprises present significant features to be one of  the key 

partners contributing to a holistic place-based development of  rural areas due to their 

participatory, inclusive and community-based nature, their aim to contribute to a sustainable 

and integrated development and their social entrepreneurial and innovative character. 

Current and future social enterprise policy play a key role in harnessing and unlocking this 

potential. The current National Social Enterprise Policy represents an important milestone 

for the institutionalisation of  the sector and for bringing the social enterprise sector to the 

fore of  policymaking, which has been reinforced by the inclusion of  social enterprises within 

the current Rural Development Policy 2021 - 2025. However, in order to move forward social 

enterprise policy should take into further consideration areas such as the adequate 

management of  a complex sector, the strengthening of  long-term and diverse funding and 

supports, the inclusion of  a territorially/place-based approach or the development of  a 

robust evidence-base which aligns research, practice and policy. Furthermore, this report has 

also stressed the collaborative nature of  the work of  rural social enterprises with stakeholders 

from different sectors and their intrinsic relation with their rural contexts. This, in turn, 

shows the relevance of  a joined-up policy thinking that transcends areas and Departments 

and the establishment of  governance frameworks that enhance collaboration between rural 

social enterprises and other stakeholders. Finally, despite being but one of  the stakeholders 

that contribute to rural development, rural social enterprises can provide exemplary lessons 

in fostering an integrated place-based rural development that is social and territorially just, 

environmentally sustainable and economically viable.   
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1. Introduction. The European and Irish landscape of social enterprises  

In spite of not being a new phenomenon, social enterprises have been increasingly recognised 

by academics, practitioners and policymakers as actors with great potential to contribute to 

tackling some of the current challenges that face Irish and European territories and societies 

such as an ageing population, climate change, unemployment, migration, digitalisation or the 

depopulation of some rural areas (European Commission, 2020; Copus et al., 2020). 

Within Europe, the concept of social enterprise started to emerge, in the first instance in 

relation to new dynamics that were observed within the social economy/third sector as for 

example new (social) cooperative types that were established in Italy during the 1990’s 

(Defourny, 2004 in Galera and Borzaga, 2009). In that decade a pan-European research 

project (EMES1) was set up to study a wide range of organisations that pursue social, 

economic and/or environmental aims and presented entrepreneurial and innovative 

dynamics within the third sector, these organisations were coined as social enterprises 

(Borzaga and Defourny, 2001; Defourny and Nyssens, 2010).  

Despite the recognition during the decades of the 1990s and 2000s of social 

enterprises by different European national legal frameworks (e.g. Italy, Belgium, Portugal or 

Finland) and the adoption by some countries of social enterprise strategies (e.g. UK), it was 

not until 2011 with the launch by the European Commission of the ‘Social Business 

Initiative’ (European Commission, 2011) that social enterprises gained increased recognition 

at a European Union (EU) policy level. That document established a working definition of 

a social enterprise as:  

“an operator in the social economy whose main objective is to have a social impact 

rather than make a profit for their owners or shareholders. It operates by providing 

goods and services for the market in an entrepreneurial and innovative fashion and 

uses its profits primarily to achieve social objectives. It is managed in an open and 

responsible manner and, in particular, involves employees, consumers and 

stakeholders affected by its commercial activities” (European Commission, 2011). 

This definition accommodates a wide spectrum of organisations whose aims include 

pursuing social, societal or environmental impact rather than generating profits for their 

shareholders. Despite this, the European Commission working definition does not deny the 

possibility for social enterprises of generating profits, however, profits generated should be 

reinvested in pursuing their goals. Moreover, this definition stresses the relevance of 

                                                           
1 The project “EMergence de l’Entreprise Sociale en Europe/Emergence of Social Enterprise in Europe” 
(EMES) run from 1996-1999 and involved researchers from 15 EU countries. 
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entrepreneurial strategies and innovation for social enterprises to achieve their aims at the 

same time that explicitly reference the social economy as the wider field where these 

organisations operate. Finally, this working definition makes an explicit reference to the type 

of governance that a social enterprise should have, which imply an alignment with democratic 

principles.  

At national level, the legal status of social enterprises varies across Europe. Since the launch 

in the early 1990’s of the pioneer Italian ‘Law on Social Cooperatives’ there has been an 

increasing recognition of social enterprises from a legal perspective. However, according to 

a comparative report of the European Commission (2020), this recognition is not universal 

across Europe because of a lack of a common framework that accommodates social 

enterprises within national European legal systems. In this regard, some countries, such as 

Denmark, Finland or Lithuania, have developed specific stand-alone legal 

statuses/certifications for social enterprises, while other European countries have adjusted 

existing cooperative (e.g. Portugal, Spain) or company laws (e.g. UK, Latvia) to incorporate 

social enterprises. Furthermore, it is still usual that, even in countries where specific 

legislation for social enterprises has been passed, de facto social enterprises use other legal 

statuses such as associations, foundations, cooperatives, companies limited by guarantee, 

mutuals and even private limited liability companies with public benefit status (European 

Commission, 2015, 2020). This is the case in Ireland where the legal framework does not 

currently provide a specific legal form to social enterprises and where the most typical legal 

form adopted by social enterprises is the Company Limited by Guarantee (CLG) (European 

Union, 2020; Lalor and Doyle, 2021). 

The increasing recognition of social enterprises has also been manifested within the academic 

and (higher) education sectors reflected in the increased presence of specific social 

enterprises related modules and/or programmes across European Higher Education 

Institutes (European Commission, 2020). In relation to research, although the first pan-

European research project on social enterprises was established back in the mid-90’s, the 

field has also been gaining momentum in the more recently, evident in the growth of national 

and cross national funded research projects and academic publications about (rural) social 

enterprises (Granados et al., 2011; Littlewood and Khan, 2018; Dionisio, 2019; van Twuijver 

et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, there has been also an increasing political/policy recognition of social 

enterprises across Europe manifested through the development of national and regional 
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social enterprise support networks which are currently present in 23 of the EU Member 

States. Within Ireland, networks and advocacy organisations such as the Irish Social 

Enterprise Network, Social Enterprise Republic of Ireland, Social Enterprise Task Force, 

Social Entrepreneurs Ireland or the Irish Local Development Network support the work of 

social enterprises and play an advocacy role for these organisations. In addition, 15 EU 

Member States have developed national and regional policy frameworks and strategies for 

social enterprises2, most of these having been developed since the launch of the ‘Social 

Business Initiative’ by the European Commission in 2011 (European Commission, 2020).  

This is for example the case of Ireland which published in 2019 its first ‘National Social 

Enterprise Policy 2019 – 2022’, which was followed by a number of local/regional strategies 

on social enterprises developed in counties such as Cavan, Louth, South Dublin or Wicklow. 

The launch of the national policy document represented a significant milestone for the 

institutionalisation of the Irish social enterprise sector (Government of Ireland, 2019a). This 

institutionalisation has been further reinforced in other policies such as the rural 

development policy ‘Our Rural Futures. Rural Development Policy 2021-2025’ 

(Government of Ireland, 2021), which contains a number of measures that specifically 

address the role of social enterprises in rural development3. Within the Irish National Social 

Enterprise Policy social enterprises are (officially) defined as:  

“an enterprise whose objective is to achieve a social, societal or environmental 

impact, rather than maximising profit for its owners or shareholders. It pursues its 

objectives by trading on an ongoing basis through the provision of goods and/or 

services, and by reinvesting surpluses into achieving social objectives. It is governed 

in a fully accountable and transparent manner and is independent of the public sector. 

If dissolved, it should transfer its assets to another organisation with a similar 

mission” (Government of Ireland, 2019a, p. 8). 

The development of an official working definition of social enterprises by the Government 

of Ireland aims to reduce the ambiguity about what constitutes a social enterprise, an 

ambiguity which reflects a variety of conceptualisations of the term that draw upon different 

academic traditions (O’Hara and O’Shaughnessy, 2021). The working definition of social 

enterprises established by the Government of Ireland concurs in many aspects with the 

abovementioned working definition proposed by the European Commission, e.g. it stresses 

that the main aim of social enterprises cannot be profit maximisation, it also highlights the 

                                                           
2 Some of these frameworks include social enterprises within wider policy framework usually related to 
the Social (and Solidarity) Economy or to Social Entrepreneurship.  
3 Policy objectives 30, 31, 37, 63 & 69 in particular. 
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need for social enterprises to provide goods and/or services to the market or their need to 

reinvest profits/surpluses in their social objectives. However, some differences are also 

present between these definitions, as for example the Irish definition includes a reference to 

the assets lock of social enterprises not included within the European Commission working 

definition. On the other hand, the European Commission definition explicitly emphasises 

the link between social enterprises and the social economy and pay greater attention to the 

multi-stakeholder governance of social enterprises. Despite these similarities and differences 

both definitions encompass a wide range of organisations/actors that partially operate in the 

market but whose aims are not oriented to profit maximisation but to tackle social, economic 

and/or environmental issues through entrepreneurial means.  

The wide spectrum of social enterprises covered by the two abovementioned definitions of 

social enterprises concurs with the heterogeneity that the Irish and European social 

enterprise landscape presents in relation to their missions, fields of activities and resource 

mix. The wide range of missions shown by social enterprises across Europe have been 

compiled into four broad fields of activity, i.e. work integration of disadvantage groups 

(WISEs4); provision of social and health services; local development of disadvantaged areas 

and; “other”, the latter including fields such as micro-finance, sports, cultural heritage, 

science, research and innovation (European Commission, 2015). Notwithstanding, the 

activities developed by social enterprises usually cover, concurrently, more than one of the 

abovementioned fields; as for example social enterprises that employ people distant from the 

labour market to develop services such as transport or childcare which contribute to the 

development of disadvantaged rural areas (O’Shaughnessy and O’Hara, 2016; Róbert and 

Levente, 2017).  

In the case of Ireland, the National Social Enterprise Policy 2019 – 2022 identifies five 

categories of social enterprises (Government of Ireland, 2019a, p. 10): 

- Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs), which support disadvantaged people 

to prepare for, and participate in, the labour market. 

- Enterprise Development social enterprises, which support the creation of other 

enterprises (e.g. through the provision of office space and facilities). 

- ‘Deficient Demand’ social enterprises, which seek to meet a demand for goods and 

services within a community where there is insufficient demand for the operation of 

                                                           
4 Work Integration Social Enterprises.  
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a regular market due to inherent economic and social disadvantage or low density of 

population. 

- Environmental social enterprises, which focus on environmental sustainability.  

- Social enterprises contracted with the public sector to deliver public services in 

disadvantaged areas and communities. 

Despite different reports have acknowledged the contributions of Irish social enterprises to 

deliver a wide range of goods and services and to the achievement of government policy 

goals in areas such as labour market activation, health care, climate action, social cohesion 

and rural development (European Commission, 2015; Hynes, 2016; DRCD and SFF, 2018), 

there has not been a consensus about the form and size of the sector and social enterprises 

are not included in official statistics to date (O’Hara and O’Shaughnessy, 2021). However, a 

mapping exercise of social enterprises carried out within Ireland in 2018 suggests that the 

Irish social enterprise sector is generally characterised by a great number of ‘micro’ 

enterprises, with low levels of trading income and employees, high reliance on volunteers, a 

local reach and a heavy emphasis on the betterment of their communities (DRCD and SFF, 

2018).  

In regard to their (revenue) resource mix, social enterprises are characterised by mixing 

market and non-market resources that proceed from both public and/or private sources 

(Nyssens, 2006). The nature of this mix varies significantly across European countries and 

the sectors in which social enterprises operate. In broad terms, the abovementioned 

European Commission (2020) report identifies three general types of (revenue) resource mix 

by social enterprises depending on their field of activity. First, European social enterprises 

that mainly deliver social, health and educational services are typically highly dependent on 

public subsidies and/or contracts. Second, WISEs report a more balanced mix between 

private revenues from the selling of goods and/or services and from public subsidies and/or 

contracts. Third, social enterprises that operate in other fields such as sport, recreational 

activities, organic agriculture, community shops, and other sectors not directly recognised by 

the public welfare systems as basic services, usually have a greater reliance on private sources 

such as the selling of goods and/or services and membership fees. In the case of Ireland, 

there is a lack of up to date national data about the resource mix of social enterprises. Some 

studies show that Irish social enterprises present a resource mix with revenue proceeding 

from different streams (DRCD and SFF, 2018; Olmedo et al., 2021). However, this resource 

mix tends to be unbalanced towards high levels of fundraising and grants and lower levels of 

income derived from trading (DRCD and SFF, 2018; EU, 2020).
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Table 1 The Landscape of Social Enterprises in Europe and Ireland. 

The landscape of 
Social Enterprises 

Europe Ireland 

Legal Status 

 Stand-alone legal status/certification (e.g. Finland) 

 Adjusting cooperative (e.g. Portugal) or company law (e.g. 
UK) 

 Other legal status (across Europe) 

 Lack of specific/stand-alone legal form 

 CLG usual legal form for Irish social enterprises 

Political/policy 
 National and regional support networks (23 EU 

countries) 

 National policy frameworks (15 EU countries) 

 National and regional support and advocacy networks, e.g. 
ISEN, ILDN, SERI, Social Entrepreneurs Ireland 

 Irish National Social Enterprise Policy 2019 – 2022 

 Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 – 2025 

 Working to Change: Social Enterprise and Employment 
Strategy 2021 - 2023 

 South Dublin, Louth, Cavan, and other local social enterprise 
strategies 

Research/ Academic 

 National and international research projects 

 Scientific publications 

 Modules and programmes 

Fields of Activity / 
Types of SEs 

 WISEs 

 Social and Health Services 

 Local Development 

 ‘Other’ – miscellaneous 

 Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs), 

 Enterprise Development social enterprises 

 ‘Deficient Demand’ social enterprises 

 Environmental social enterprises 

 Social enterprises contracted with the public sector 

Resource Mix 
(revenue) 

 Public subsidies and contracts (welfare services) 

 Mixed public-private (WISEs) 

 Private sources (other, non-welfare services) 

 Resource mix  

 Greater reliance on fundraising and grants than trading 
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Within this general landscape (see Table 1), rural areas have demonstrated to be a fertile 

ground for social enterprises, the abovementioned study carried out by the DRCD and SFF 

for mapping social enterprises within three Irish regions (Waterford, Cavan and Ballyhoura) 

estimated a greater ratio of rural to urban social enterprises (DRCD and SFF, 2018, p. 37). 

This concurs with data from Scotland where a census of social enterprises is regularly 

conducted by Community Enterprise in Scotland (CEIS). The data of the last census shows 

that 33% of Scottish social enterprises are located in rural areas, which are inhabited by only 

17% of Scottish total population, thus rural social enterprises present a ratio of 23 social 

enterprises per 10.000 inhabitants whereas these ratio decreases to 9 social enterprises per 

10.000 in the case of urban locations/areas (CEIS, 2019). 

Different factors have contributed to this density of social enterprises in rural areas (Steiner 

and Teasdale, 2019), some can be related to a tradition of mutual self-help or to the great 

density of social networks within rural areas; while others can be related to the (often) 

unattractiveness of these locations/populations for private investors looking to maximising 

their profits or to the consequences of neoliberal policies5 that have reduced the presence of 

the state in the pursuit of ‘effectiveness’ of public investment (Harvey, 2005).   

Third sector/social economy organisations, including social enterprises, have played a 

significant role in job creation, service delivery and (rural) local development in Ireland 

(Donnelly-Cox, Donoghue and Hayes, 2001; O’Hara, 2001; O’Hara and O’Shaughnessy, 

2017). However, research has demonstrated that there is a gap between policy discourses 

which acknowledge the significant role that social enterprises can play in society and the 

support measures that social enterprises practitioners and stakeholders experience (Mazzei 

and Roy, 2017). This gap has been identified as especially significant for social enterprises 

based and operating in rural areas (Steinerowski and Steinerowska-Streb, 2012) which have 

also been recognised as in need of tailor made support policy measures to unlock their full 

potential (Steiner and Teasdale, 2019). Based on evidence from empirical research on Irish 

rural social enterprises, this report analyses how specific measures within policies such as the 

‘National Social Enterprise Policy 2019-2022’ and ‘Our Rural Future. National Rural 

Development Policy 2021-2025’ can unlock the potential of rural based social enterprises in 

Ireland and contribute to rural regeneration and community resilience.  

                                                           
5 Neoliberalism, according to Ayo (2012 cited in Roy and Hackett, 2017, p. 89) is “commonly understood 
as a political and economic approach which favours the expansion and intensification of markets, while 
at the same time minimizing government intervention”. 
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The rest of the report is structured as follows, after this introduction section two presents a 

systematic literature review focused on rural social enterprises to show the state of the art of 

the field. Due to the lack of a wide enough body of literature published on Irish rural social 

enterprises this literature review has a European scope. Section three presents some tentative 

links between the main characteristics of rural social enterprises emerging from the 

systematic literature review and the principles of neo-endogenous rural development, which 

advocates for an integrated placed-based development of rural areas. Moreover, that section 

further investigates the key elements of Irish rural social enterprises as neo-endogenous 

development actors through 28 semi-structured interviews with diverse social enterprises and 

rural development stakeholders. Section four analyses two recent Irish policies related to 

social enterprises and rural development, i.e. National Social Enterprises Policy 2019 – 2022 

and Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 – 2025, and proposes specific policy 

recommendations for harnessing and unlocking the potential of Irish rural social enterprises. 

Finally, section five presents some conclusions.  
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2. Rural Social Enterprises. A Systematic Literature Review  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This section presents a systematic literature review (SLR) (Petticrew and Roberts, 2008) of 

rural social enterprises within Europe. Based on a broad conceptualisation of social 

enterprises, which includes a wide range of organisations as discussed in the Introduction, 

83 studies about ‘social enterprises’ and/or closely associated terms such as ‘community 

business’, ‘social business’, ‘social cooperatives’ or ‘civic enterprises’ have been analysed. For 

assuring the quality of the studies, only those published in peer-reviewed journals or 

conference proceedings have been included. All studies analysed were conducted in rural 

areas within Europe6 and contained empirical data7.  

                                                           
6 The SLR includes studies conducted within EU Member States and Associated Countries. Within the latter 
only countries from Europe, e.g. Norway, Switzerland or UK, were included leaving out others from non-
European territories, e.g. Tunisia or Israel.  
7 This section constitutes an update of the SLR published by van Twuijver, M., Olmedo, L., 
O’Shaughnessy, M. and Hennessy, T., 2020. This update has primarily consisted in, first, the inclusion of 
17 studies on European rural social enterprises published between 2019 and 2021 (08/06/2021). 
Second, a refinement of the findings has been performed. For a more detailed explanation of the 
methodology employed for the SLR see van Twuijver et al. 2020. 

Highlights 
 

 83 peer-reviewed studies of  social enterprises in rural Europe included within 

the SLR. 

 

 Over 80% of  studies on rural social enterprises have been published between 

2011 – 2021. 

 

 Key findings from the SLR: 

o Rural social enterprises tend to concurrently contribute to different 

dimensions of  development (environmental, socio-economic, 

health/wellbeing), thus to an integrated development of  rural areas. 

 

o Rural social enterprises strong local focus and attachment complemented 

with their engagement in external relations (boundary bridges) represent 

key aspects for their resourcefulness and (social) innovative capacity. 

 

o Policy, socio-economic and geographical contextual features associated 

with rurality represent key enabling and hindering factors for rural social 

enterprises way of  functioning.  
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General description of studies 

The studies reviewed range from 1996 to 2021, however, only from 2010 studies on rural 

social enterprises have been constantly published every year. Moreover, 84% of the articles 

on rural social enterprises have been published in the last ten years (2011 – 2021), denoting 

the newness and increasing significance of the field (see Figure 1 and Table 2).  

In regard to the places where the studies reviewed have been conducted, 48 of the studies 

have been conducted within the UK and especially in Scotland, accounting for 32 of the 83 

studies reviewed. Among the rest of the countries where research on rural social enterprises 

have been conducted and published are worth to mention Ireland (eight studies), Austria, 

Italy and Norway (five studies). Moreover, ten studies are based on comparative data from 

different countries. In terms of the methodology used within the reviewed studies, qualitative 

methods clearly domains the field representing 78% of the studies reviewed, mixed methods 

are used in 13 studies and only five studies followed exclusively quantitative methods.  

The studies reviewed also show the heterogeneity of the field of rural social enterprises, this 

is reflected on the wide range of journals that have published articles on the topic which 

cover disciplines such as economics, business, entrepreneurship, management, sociology, 

development or geography. This multi-disciplinarity is also reflected in the theoretical 

frameworks used to analysed these phenomenon (e.g. structuration theory, substantive 

economy, community of practice, social capital theory, new institutionalism, bricolage, 

transaction cost, new sociological institutionalism, neo-classic economics input-output 

model, network theory or systems theory). Despite many studies reviewed are mainly 

descriptive the engagement with theory is increasing in the last years which denotes the 

advancement of the field.  

Finally, the analysis of these studies have shown three broad themes, i.e. multi-dimensional 

contributions (impacts) of rural social enterprises; resourcefulness and (social) innovation of 

rural social enterprises and; the importance of the context. These themes are explained below 

in more detail.  
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Figure 1. Number of studies published on rural social enterprises and years of publication8 

 

 

 Table 2. Descriptive statistics studies on rural social enterprises. 

Descriptor N % 

Year of publication9 
 

  

Before 2011 13 16% 
2011 – 2021 70 84% 

Place of the study 
   

UK  
(Scotland) 

48  
(32) 

 

Ireland 8  
Norway  5  
Austria 5  
Italy 5  
Comparative European studies 10  

Methodology 
 

  

Qualitative 65 78% 
Quantitative 5 6% 
Mixed 13 16% 

 

                                                           
8 For the year 2021, only studies published until 01/06/2021 have been included.  
9 The oldest article considered for this paper was published in 1996.  
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Findings from the Systematic Literature Review 

Multi-dimensional contributions (impacts) of rural social enterprises 

The activities developed by social enterprises are diverse, as are their contributions to the 

rural areas in which they are based. 

- Environmental 

A number of studies analysed within this SLR show how rural social enterprises with 

primarily environmental goals have contributed through their activities to sustainable forestry 

(Ludvig et al., 2018), to the development of community renewable energy projects (Okkonen 

and Lehtonen, 2016; Vancea, Becker and Kunze, 2017; Morrison and Ramsey, 2019), to the 

conservation of nature and biodiversity (Keech, 2017) and to enhancing sustainable and 

organic agriculture, developing in many occasions alternative food networks (Sonnino and 

Griggs-Trevarthen, 2013; Mestres and Lien, 2017; Elsen and Fazzi, 2021). Furthermore, 

some studies have shown how rural social enterprises have promoted environmental 

sustainability through educational programmes and recycling initiatives that enhance the 

environmental awareness within the local population (Jacuniak-Suda and Mose, 2014; Fazzi 

and Elsen, 2020). 

- Socio-Economic: employment, services, infrastructure 

Additionally, as organisations with an economic activity rural social enterprises contribute to 

providing employment opportunities, usually to people residing within the rural area where 

the social enterprise is based and operate from (Smith and McColl, 2016). Moreover, some 

social enterprises, i.e. Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs), create these employment 

opportunities especially for disadvantaged groups such as people distant to the labour market 

due to disabilities, marginalised ethnic groups and/or long-term unemployment 

(O’Shaughnessy, 2008; Róbert and Levente, 2017; Mihaly, 2019; Nicli, Elsen and Bernhard, 

2020; Sforzi and Colombo, 2020). Different studies have shown how the creation of these 

employment opportunities is often related to the role of rural social enterprises as providers 

of a number of basic services otherwise not available in some rural localities such as 

transportation (O’Shaughnessy, Casey and Enright, 2011; Liddle, McElwee and Disney, 

2012), childcare (O’Shaughnessy and O’Hara, 2016), eldercare (Farmer, Hill and Muñoz, 

2012), healthcare (Macaulay, 2016; Calò et al., 2019; Kelly et al., 2019), (community) shops 

(Perry and Alcock, 2010; Calderwood and Davies, 2013), social supermarkets (Lienbacher et 

al., 2021), affordable housing (Healey, 2015) and leisure activities such as music festivals 

(Vestrum, 2014) and tourism (Mottiar, Boluk and Kline, 2018). 
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Besides providing these services, research on rural social enterprises have also shown the 

importance of these organisations to provide and/or retain community assets, such as 

buildings or other infrastructures, within rural localities (Lorendahl, 1996; Healey, 2015; 

Aiken, Taylor and Moran, 2016; Martens, Wolff and Hanisch, 2020; Olmedo, van Twuijver 

and O’Shaughnessy, 2021). In this regard, different studies conducted within the UK (e.g. 

Gordon, 2002; Healey, 2015; Valchovska and Watts, 2016) and Ireland (Olmedo, van 

Twuijver and O’Shaughnessy, 2021) show that the control of property, land and/or buildings 

is a key aspect for these organisations when analysing their potential contribution to the 

development of their localities. 

The development of these services and infrastructure by rural social enterprises have in turn 

contributed to the economic development of rural areas not only in terms of employment as 

previously explained, but also in terms of enhancing local spending and circulation of money 

and diversifying the economic activities (multi-functionality) of these rural areas (Elsen and 

Fazzi, 2021). Moreover, the specific nature of some of these essential services have 

contributed to social dimensions such as the enhancement of a collective sense of belonging 

(Olmedo, van Twuijver and O’Shaughnessy, 2021), the social inclusion of marginalised 

ethnic groups and the elderly (Calò et al., 2019; Mihaly, 2019) or the development of social 

capital within rural communities (Evans and Syrett, 2007; Morrison and Ramsey, 2019).  

- Health/Wellbeing 

Furthermore, several studies on rural social enterprises have focused on the impact of the 

activities of these organisations on the health and wellbeing of the local population living in 

rural areas or in some specific groups within it. Closely associated with the production of 

organic agriculture/farming, research shows that rural social enterprises have contributed to 

the promotion of healthy food consumption (Mestres and Lien, 2017; Nicli, Elsen and 

Bernhard, 2020). Moreover, studies conducted in rural Scotland about social enterprises 

delivering healthcare services show how these organisations develop a ‘needs-based care 

model’ for people with previous physical conditions which have enhanced their wellbeing 

and their sense of ‘feeling protected’ (Calò et al., 2019; Steiner, Calò and Shucksmith, 2021). 

On the other hand, it is also noted that the excessive workload of social enterprises staff and 

volunteering burnout within these organisations due to increasing responsibilities have 

negative effects on the wellbeing of these social enterprises members (Kelly et al., 2019). 
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Figure 2. Multidimensional contributions (impact) of rural social enterprises 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Integrated local/rural development  

Despite the different contributions of rural social enterprises outlined before, empirical 

studies show that what is distinctive about these organisations is that these environmental, 

social, economic, health/wellbeing contributions are usually intertwined within the work, 

activities and outcomes of rural social enterprises (Jacuniack-Suda and Mose, 2014; Olmedo, 

van Twuijver and O’Shaughnessy, 2019). As examples of this multi-dimensional contribution 

to local/rural development, Morrison and Ramsey (2019) show how Irish and Scottish rural 

social enterprises whose main goal is to provide community energy schemes to rural 

localities, besides basing their projects on the production of renewable energies facilitate 

processes of social capital development within their localities. Moreover, studies conducted 

in rural Italy about social cooperatives within the field of social agriculture (Nicli, Elsen and 

Bernhard, 2020) and social breweries (Sforzi and Colombo, 2020) show how these social 

enterprises have concurrently contributed to the work integration and empowerment of local 

population with disabilities, to sustainable-ecological agriculture production and 

environmental education and awareness, and, to enhance local market activity, production 

and consumption.  

Hence, rural social enterprises, and especially those which specific aim is to contribute to 

local/territorial development, have demonstrated a great potential to contribute to the 

integrated rural development of the territory in which they are based by addressing 

concurrently different dimensions of development, see Figure 2 (O’Hara, 2001; Clark, 

Shoutern and Beer, 2007; Healey, 2015; Olmedo, van Twuijver and O’Shaughnessy, 2019).  
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Resourcefulness and (social) innovation of rural social enterprises 

The studies analysed within the SLR show some characteristics of rural social enterprises 

which have been key for harnessing resources, combining and using them in new ways to 

develop their services and activities, therefore for their resourcefulness and (social) 

innovative capacity.  

- Strong local focus and attachment 

Studies on rural social enterprises show that these organisations present a strong local focus 

which is reflected in their missions as they primarily exist to meet otherwise not satisfied 

needs of the local population or some specific group within it, i.e. focus on specific local 

needs (van Twuijver et al., 2020). This strong local focus is often reflected in their 

dependence on the collective involvement of the local population and on the legitimacy that 

they are able to build within their localities which constitute key aspects to achieve their goals 

(Healey, 2015; van Veelen and Hagget, 2017). In this regard, two key factors have been 

identified to build this local legitimacy by rural social enterprises, first, the conformation with 

internal community norms and the participation of local villagers in the decision-making 

process (Vestrum, Rasmussen and Carter, 2017). Second, the capacity of the organisations 

to deliver and show to the local population successful projects (Powe, 2019), which in turn 

contributes not only to the maintenance of the enthusiasm of the core group of the social 

enterprise but also to receive the support from the community (passive membership) 

(Valchovska and Watts, 2016; Martens, Wolff and Hanisch, 2020).  

Moreover, echoing literature on rural entrepreneurship (e.g. McKeever, Jack and Anderson, 

2015), studies on rural social enterprises suggest that the local attachment of rural social 

entrepreneurs has been a key feature for tapping into previously underutilised resources and 

to develop their activities (Valchovska and Watts, 2016; Vancea, Becker and Kunze, 2017; 

Richter, 2019). In a study about community renewable energy projects in rural Scotland, van 

Veelen and Hagget (2017) showed how the local population which was characterised by a 

'functional and social attachment' towards the localities acted as an important driver for 

enabling these projects. However, those with a strong ‘emotional attachment’ to the place, 

reflected in their interest in the conservation of its wild landscape opposed these community 

energy projects. These results highlight how different aspects of the local attachment by the 

indigenous population should be considered when exploring the factors that can enable 

and/or constrain the work of rural social enterprises. Moreover, in a study conducted in rural 

Ireland, Olmedo, van Twuijver and O’Shaughnessy (2021) show how rural social enterprises 
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constitute organisational structures that leverage the attachment of local individuals through 

their willingness to work and specially to volunteer for the collective good. These rural social 

enterprises do not only harness the individual (emotional) attachment of certain individuals 

to participate in the organisation but also the social connections/bonds (social attachment) 

of these individuals to incorporate further members within the social enterprises and to 

leverage different kind of economic resources for example through donations and 

fundraisings.   

Despite the importance of this local focus and the relations in which rural social enterprises 

engage at the local level, research has also shown how an overreliance and dependence by 

rural social enterprises on the internal resources of the local community can limit their 

capacity to mobilise resources and achieve their goals (Vestrum, 2014). In this sense, as rural 

social enterprises tend to operate in resource constrained environments (Di Domenico, 

Haugh and Tracey, 2010), these organisations need to engage in external relations with actors 

beyond their localities in order to attract human and/or financial resources otherwise not 

available within their localities (Smith and McColl, 2016; Richter, 2019). 

- External relations – boundary spanners 

Complementary to their strong local focus, rural social enterprises tend to act as boundary 

bridges through their engagement in relations with actors beyond their localities (Vestrum, 

Rasmussen and Carter, 2017). Despite that research has shown the relevance of building 

external relations for every rural social enterprise, these external networks acquire an extra 

significance in the case of rural social enterprises operating in structurally weak/marginalised 

rural areas characterised by a lack of a specialized workforce, weak local institutions, 

networks and business, and low purchasing power of the local population (Fazzi and Elsen, 

2020; Kovanen, 2020). 

In a study conducted in rural Austria and Poland, Richter (2019) concluded that the main 

role of rural social entrepreneurs is to act as ‘embedded intermediaries’ that connect rural 

communities with supra-regional networks in order to re-contextualise ideas brought from 

other places and develop them within their rural localities. In the same line, in a comparative 

study between rural social enterprises based in Ireland and Greece, Lang and Fink (2019) 

demonstrated how rural social entrepreneurs occupy an intermediate level, linking their 

communities with different actors situated in which they called “regime levels”, thus linking 

local community groups with supra-local actors such as research institutions, development 

agencies or government bodies. That study concluded that rural social entrepreneurs are key 
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in developing bridging social capital through their engagement in horizontal networks with 

other social entrepreneurs and linking social capital through their engagement in vertical 

networks with regime (supra-local) actors. In this regard, these relations in which rural social 

enterprises engage outside their localities are usually developed with actors from different 

sectors, including government/public institutions, universities, social entrepreneurs and/or 

other third sector organisations (Haugh, 2007; Liddle, McElwee and Disney, 2012; Aiken, 

Taylor and Moran, 2016). Due to their role in building these cross-sectoral and multi-scalar 

networks Mottiar, Boluk and Kline (2018) conclude that one of the main features of rural 

social entrepreneurs is to act as ‘network architects’. 

Furthermore, studies on rural social enterprises have demonstrated that these networks 

developed with external actors are essential in the emergent stages of rural social enterprises 

as they bring skills and expertise otherwise not available within their localities (Haugh, 2007; 

Farmer, Hill and Muñoz, 2012; Vestrum, 2014). However, studies on rural social enterprises 

also show that these relations with external actors are also key in more consolidated stages 

of the rural social enterprises as these networks can be used for example to elevate the 

demands of the local community but also to channel down policy (and related resources) 

developed by (national) government institutions to rural localities (Lang and Fink, 2019; 

Christmann, 2020). 

- Mobilisation and combination of resources in new ways (innovation) 

This ability of rural social enterprises to involve the local population while at the same time 

engaging in relations with different external stakeholders has contributed to their capacity of 

harnessing a wide range of, often otherwise untapped, resources (Vestrum and Rasmussen, 

2013; Vestrum, 2014; Olmedo, van Twuijver and O’Shaughnessy, 2021). These range from 

material resources such as buildings and land (Aiken, Taylor and Moran, 2016; Elsen and 

Fazzi, 2021), different financial streams such as bank loans, donations, market sells or grants 

(Valchovska and Watts, 2016), labour either paid and/or volunteer (Smith and McColl, 2016) 

but also more intangible resources such as social capital (Evans and Syrett, 2007; Lang and 

Fink, 2019; Morrison and Ramsey, 2019), ideas, skills or expertise (Haugh, 2007; Richter, 

2019; Vestrum and Rasmussen, 2013). 

As entrepreneurial organisations, rural social enterprises tend to combine these wide range 

of resources in new ways in order to achieve their different goals. In this regard, studies on 

rural social enterprises have identified the mix of different funding streams, e.g. public grants 

and trading income, and of different types of labour, e.g. volunteer work with paid staff, as 
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the most prominent types of resource mix within these organisations (Sonnino and Griggs-

Trevarthen, 2013; O’Shaughnessy and O’Hara, 2016). Furthermore, research on rural social 

enterprises has also shown how these organisations mix diverse resources to pursue their 

aims through resourcefulness processes associated with social bricolage, referring to the 

creation of value in resource constrained environments by making do with the means at hand 

(Di Domenico, Haugh and Tracey, 2010). 

Despite these innovative combinations of diverse resources, research on rural social 

enterprises has pointed to the great dependence that these organisations usually have on 

subsidies and/or grants (Senyard et al., 2007) and volunteers (Liddle, McElwee and Disney, 

2012). Although necessary for the work of rural social enterprises, the excessive dependence 

of these organisations on these types of resources have also been identified as risk factors 

associated for example with paternalistic relations with the government and lack of political 

autonomy (Apostolopoulos, Newbery and Gkartzios, 2019; Mihaly, 2019) or volunteer 

burnout and excessive responsibilities (Kelly et al., 2019; Kovanen, 2020). On the other hand, 

research has also shown that rural social enterprises solely reliant in commercial-market 

means are highly unlikely and that an excessive emphasis on business-like measures are often 

detrimental for the quality of their services and the work of these organisations (Henderson 

et al., 2018; Steiner and Teasdale, 2019).  

This section shows the complexity of rural social enterprises as organisations that present a 

strong local focus, relying greatly on the involvement of the local community; but this is 

necessarily complemented by their development of external links beyond their localities with 

diverse stakeholders. These engagements in both local and external relations have been 

shown as a key feature of rural social enterprises for harnessing a wider range of (untapped) 

resources that these organisations combine and/or use in new ways through resourcefulness 

processes in order to create new services, activities and/or products within their rural 

communities (see Figure 3). This complexity can be a challenge for the long-term 

sustainability of these organisations while at the same time constitutes the base of their social 

entrepreneurial and innovative character and what make them distinctive in their capacity to 

provide creative solutions that address challenges face by rural areas and their population 

(The RurAction Network, 2020).   
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Figure 3. Resourcefulness and innovation of rural social enterprises 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The importance of the context(s) for rural social enterprises  

Rural social enterprises do not operate in a vacuum, on the contrary, the context in which 

they develop their activities plays an important role in conditioning their way of functioning, 

providing enabling and constraining factors for their establishment and development (Steiner 

and Teasdale, 2019). In this regard, studies on rural social enterprises concur with literature 

on (rural) entrepreneurship that stresses the importance of the engagement of (rural) 

entrepreneurs with contextual factors, including socio-economic, historical, institutional but 

also spatial aspects, when explaining processes of entrepreneurship (Welter, 2011; Korsgaard, 

Müller and Tanvig, 2015; Gaddefors and Anderson, 2017; Muñoz and Kimmit, 2019).  

- Policy context  
 
An important contextual factor stressed by studies on rural social enterprises is the policy 

environment in which these organisations operate (Steiner and Teasdale, 2019). Public 

institutions such as municipalities/local government and governmental programmes and 

policies have been recognised as critical for the success and/or failure of rural social 

enterprises (Gordon, 2002; O’Shaughnessy and O’Hara, 2016; Apostolopoulos, Newbery 

and Gkartzios, 2019; Chatzichristos and Nagopoulos, 2020).  
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The instrumental role of public institutions and programmes for rural social enterprises lay, 

on the one hand, in their capacity to provide both financial and technical support (Farmer, 

Hill and Muñoz, 2012; Ambrose-Oji, Lawrence and Stewart, 2015; Aiken, Taylor and Moran, 

2016). Therefore, research has shown the relevance of policy framework as an enabler for 

the development of a suitable ecosystem that enhances rural social enterprises emergence 

and development (Martens, Wolff and Hanisch, 2020).  

On the other hand, studies on rural social enterprises have shown that although (rural) 

social enterprises have entered into the discourse of policymakers there is still a gap between 

the policy aspirations and the actual available supports for the development of the sector, 

especially in rural areas (Whitelaw and Hill, 2013; Mazzei and Roy, 2017; Steiner and 

Teasdale, 2019). This mismatch is represented by unfavourable procurement processes that 

privilege large companies due to the size of the contracts and that usually do not incorporate 

environmental and/or social clauses (Davies and Mullin, 2011; Mazzei and Roy, 2017); by 

the uncertainty in ongoing state support and a silo regulation (Ambrose-Oji, Lawrence and 

Stewart, 2015; O’Shaughnessy and O’Hara, 2016) and; by the lack of context sensitive 

policies that address rural areas specificities (Steinerowski and Steinerowska-Streb, 2012; 

Smith and McColl, 2016). Research has also shown that an excessive top-down approach of 

policies directed to rural social enterprises has been ineffective (Apostolopoulos, Newbery 

and Gkartzios, 2019) and that rather a mixed approach that combines top-down 

governmental policies/support but at the same time allows for flexibility for the diversity of 

rural social enterprises, their stage of development and the contexts in which they operate 

can build stronger enabling ecosystems and support systems (Christmann, 2020; Steiner, Calò 

and Shucksmith, 2021).   

- Geographical and socio-economic context  
 
The importance of the context has also been stressed by studies that have compared the 

differences between rural and urban social enterprises. These studies have shown how the 

rural context is a key factor when explaining the differences regarding their resourcefulness 

and management practises (Smith and McColl, 2016). In a study that compared rural and 

urban Scottish social enterprises, Smith and McColl (2016) showed that those based on rural 

areas “demonstrated their inextricable linkage between where they were (their remoteness) 

and who they were (their community identity) … [for these rural social enterprises] the socio-

economic history underpinned the social enterprise business opportunity” (Smith and 

McColl, 2016, p. 584).  
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Figure 4. The importance of the context for rural social enterprises 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beyond the urban-rural comparisons, some studies have specifically looked at the influence 

of the geographical and socio-economic contextual aspects of the rural areas where social 

enterprises are based (Farmer, Steinerowski and Jack, 2008; Farmer, Hill and Muñoz, 2012). 

In a study conducted in rural Scotland, Steinerowski and Steinerowska-Streb, (2012) found 

that, on the one hand, the market context (lack of competitors), the culture of self-help and 

voluntarism, appreciation and support from local communities to the social enterprise and 

the small size of an enterprise (which make them easier to manage) favour the development 

of social enterprises within rural areas. On the other hand, the geographic characteristics of 

rural areas associated with isolation and high transportation costs, limited access to work 

force and finance and a small market size were identified as barriers to rural social enterprises 

development.  

Hence, these studies point at the importance of considering institutional, geographical and 

socio-economic aspects of the localities/areas where rural social enterprises develop their 

activities when explaining the way in which they operate and their capacity to deliver their 

projects (see Figure 4). Different structural aspects of the rural contexts condition the work 

of rural social enterprises, however, research has shown how these organisations show an 

ability to adapt some of these structural aspects to the benefit of their localities. This ability 

is linked with their embeddedness within their rural context which allow them to harness 

different previously untapped resources related to their geographical location, nature-

environment, underutilised pieces of land and/or buildings or the sense of place of the local 

population (Olmedo, van Twuijver and O’Shaughnessy, 2021). 
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Table 3. Summary of findings from rural social enterprises’ systematic literature review 

Key finding Description 

Multi-dimensional contributions 

(impacts) of rural social 

enterprises 

Rural social enterprises contribute to diverse 

dimensions of development, such as 

environmental, social, economic and 

health/wellbeing. However, the distinctive aspect 

of these organisations is that these contributions 

(impacts) are usually intertwined within the work, 

activities and outcomes of rural social enterprises, 

therefore rural social enterprises contribute to the 

integrated development of the areas/communities 

where they are based and operate. 

Resourcefulness and (social) 

innovation of rural social 

enterprises 

The combination of a strong local focus and 

attachment with their capacity to act as boundary 

bridges, developing significant relations with 

external (non-local) stakeholders, is key for the 

capacity of rural social enterprises to harness a wide 

range of resources. These organisations show an 

ability to combine and use these resources in new 

ways through resourcefulness processes (e.g. 

bricolage) to develop locally-focused innovative 

solutions for their rural communities. 

The importance of the 

context(s) for rural social 

enterprises 

The context in which rural social enterprises 

develop their activities plays an important role in 

conditioning their way of functioning. Policy 

frameworks and programmes and the socio-

economic and geographical features associated with 

the rural areas where these organisations are based 

constitute both enabling and hindering factors for 

the emergence and development of rural social 

enterprises. Despite social enterprises have entered 

within the political discourse there is a mismatch 

between policy aspirations and the supports needed 

by these organisations, especially for those 

operating within rural territories.  
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In summary, the analysis of the 83 studies on rural social enterprises based in different 

European rural territories show their multi-dimensional contributions (impacts) to 

development, some key aspects of their resourcefulness and capacity to innovate and the 

relevance of policy, socio-economic and geographical contexts for their work (see Table 3). 

The next chapter analyses some key elements of social enterprises operating within rural 

Ireland, showing their potential to act as neo-endogenous rural development actors that 

contribute to an integrated place-based development.  
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3. Irish Rural Social Enterprises as Neo-Endogenous Development 

Actors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This report focuses on social enterprises operating in rural areas, and on how policy can 

contribute to unlock their potential for contributing to rural development. Rural areas 

represent the vast majority of the European territory, they are key enclaves in terms of 

biodiversity, food, energy and other raw materials. Moreover, it is estimated that 29.1% of 

the total European Union’s population live within rural areas (Eurostat, 2020). Within 

Ireland, the population living within rural areas represent 37.3% of the total population of 

the country (CSO, 2016)10. Despite the great share of Irish population living in rural areas, 

this has suffered a decline in relative terms, representing the 53,6% in 1966, thus showing an 

important process of urbanisation since the 1960s (CSO, 2017; Morgenroth, 2018; 

McCafferty, 2019).   

 

                                                           
10 In Ireland, rural areas are defined by the CSO in terms of settlements with a population of less than 
1,500 persons (CSO, 2016). However, Project Ireland 2040 regards rural areas as settlements with a 
population of less than 10,000 people outside the metropolitan catchment of a city. This brings the 
proportion of Ireland’s population living in rural areas up to greater than 50%. 

Highlights 

 28 semi-structured interviews with multiple Irish social enterprise and rural 

development stakeholders; complemented with surveys, policy round tables, 

field visits to social enterprises and participation in social enterprises events. 

 

 Key elements of  Irish rural social enterprises as neo-endogenous 

development actors: 

o sustainable and inclusive development (SDGs) 

o translate general trends into locally-focused solutions and business 

opportunities 

o add value to local natural, material, cultural and human resources 

o combination of a wide range of monetary and non-monetary resources 

o collaborative relations with a multiplicity of actors from different sectors 

and at different spatial scales 

o open/democratic and collective leadership 

o need of a diversified skills portfolio 

 

 Rural social enterprises develop social entrepreneurial and innovative 

processes and solutions that contribute to an integrated place-based 

development of their rural communities within multi-governance frameworks 

for the sustainable development and resilience of rural areas.  
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The development of rural areas at a European and Irish level show a heterogeneous picture 

in which some areas have experienced productivity, GDP and population growth and better 

access to services while others have lagged behind suffering downward spirals of economic 

decline, low employment rates, out-migration of the youth and better educated, an ageing 

population and loss of private and public investment on infrastructure and services 

(CEDRA, 2014; European Commission, 2017; Copus et al., 2020). The former rural areas 

usually represent the ‘accumulation and accessible rural’ in which processes such as counter-

urbanisation and diversification of social and economic structures take place; whereas the 

latter usually represent ‘depleted and remote rural’ in which shrinking processes and 

downward spirals as the abovementioned usually take place (Copus and Hörnström, 2011; 

ESPON, 2017). Moreover, rural areas present a heterogeneous landscape also in more 

intangible aspects such as their social capital (Árnason, Shucksmith and Vergstum, 2009), 

positive and/or stigmatised projected images (Bock, Kovacs and Shucksmith, 2015) and their 

socio-economic and political connectivity (Bock, 2016).  

 

Some of the reasons for this uneven development of rural areas include external structural 

forces such as global market liberalisation, the growth of mobility of capital, urbanisation 

and the (most recent) global financial crisis (Shucksmith, 2010). However, in spite of the 

influence and importance of these external-global factors, rural areas and their population 

are not simply static actors that receive these external trends but rather they have negotiated 

and reacted in different ways towards the implications of these global factors (Woods and 

McDonagh, 2011; Dax, 2020). Within the different local rural actors that contribute to the 

development of rural areas (Shucksmith, 2012) social enterprises are gaining increasing 

attention (Bock, 2019).  

The findings from the systematic literature review of rural social enterprises in Europe 

presented in the previous section suggest that some tentative links can be established 

between the main features of rural social enterprises and the principles of a specific approach 

towards rural development, i.e. neo-endogenous rural development (see Appendix 1 for an 

overview of the main approaches/models to rural development, i.e. exogenous, endogenous 

and neo-endogenous).    

These links reside, first, on the integrated and place-based approach towards rural 

development advocated by the neo-endogenous approach. This concurs with the integration 

of different goals within social enterprises which, as the literature shows, tend to contribute 

concurrently to multiple dimensions related to the development of their locality/area and 
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their population. Second, the revalorization of local resources through (social) 

entrepreneurship and innovation also constitutes a key principle from a neo-endogenous 

approach. This concurs with the ability demonstrated by rural social enterprises to use and 

add value to underutilised local resources and to combine in new ways a wide range of 

resources when pursuing their goals. Third, from a neo-endogenous approach the 

development of rural areas should be locally rooted; thus tailor made to the specific needs of 

different rural areas, these being identified through democratic/participatory process 

involving different stakeholders. However, this development is also externally linked and 

supported, thus influenced by external-global forces and link to the resources available 

beyond a specific rural area. This concurs with the community-led and participatory nature 

of rural social enterprises and with the intermediary role that rural social enterprises and 

social entrepreneurs tend to play connecting their rural localities/areas with external actors 

and institutions.  

These tentative links suggested by the cross analysis of rural social enterprises studies across 

Europe and neo-endogenous rural development conceptual principles are further explored 

within this section with evidence gathered from 28 interviews with different Irish social 

enterprises and rural development stakeholders. The interviewees include national and 

regional/local political representatives, social enterprises and rural development experts, 

social enterprises board members, volunteers and staff and representatives from other third 

sector, community and voluntary organisations and from the private for-profit sector (see 

Table 4)11.  

Table 4. Interviewees. 

Interviewee Category Total 

Board members and volunteers rural social enterprises 8 

Staff rural social enterprises 8 

Social enterprises and rural development experts 3 

Political representatives 2 

Third sector/community and voluntary organisations 

representatives 
5 

For-profit sector representatives 2 

Total 28 

                                                           
11 Due to anonymity reasons the names and further professional details of the interviewees are not 
provided. The names that appear in the quotes of this section have been modified.  
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Despite the information gathered from these interviews represent the core data analysed for 

building this section, these have been further complemented with the analysis of 258 surveys 

to rural social enterprises12, two policy round tables (national-Irish and EU13) and with 

information gathered through fields visits to a number of social enterprises operating across 

rural Ireland and through the participation in social enterprises events at local, regional and 

national level, examples of the latter include BNest Social Enterprise Showcase, National 

Social Enterprise Forum and Expo organized by PAUL Partnership Limerick and ILDN, 

the 1st Ireland National Social Enterprise Conference or a Public Consultation workshop for 

the Rural Development Policy 2021-2025 organised by the DRCD. 

Irish rural social enterprises as neo-endogenous development actors: key 

elements. 

Social enterprises based in Irish rural areas operate across a number of different sectors, 

including childcare, health and elder care, working integration, local development, catering, 

transportation, heritage, enterprise development, culture, education, renewable energy, 

environmental education and awareness, IT, sports, gardening, farming or retailing 

(O’Shaughnessy and O’Hara, 2013; European Commission, 2017; DRCD and SFF, 2018; 

Olmedo et al., 2021).  

Sustainable and inclusive development. 

Despite their specialisation in different fields, Irish rural social enterprises tend to combine 

social, economic and/or environmental goals. Clear examples of this integrated contribution 

to local/rural development can be found in social farming initiatives developed across 

Ireland. These initiatives combine social aspects such as providing employment and training 

to people with functional diversity (disabled), socialisation and sense of satisfaction for 

farmers, with an economic dimension related to production and commercialisation of 

farming products. Moreover, social farming initiatives are usually characterised by their 

                                                           
12 These surveys were gathered during the consultation process that led to the formulation of the Ireland’s 
National Social Enterprise Policy 2019 – 2022. An analysis based on the theoretical approach followed 
within the ICSEM project (Defourny, Nyssens and Brolis, 2020) which compare social enterprises models 
across the world has been performed to the rural social enterprises contained within that sample. A paper 
which further explain these results is currently under review in the Irish peer-reviewed journal 
Administration.  
13 These policy roundtables were held in September 2019 under the project RurAction which combines 
research and practice in the fields of social enterprises, social innovation and rural development (see 
http://ruraction.eu )  

http://ruraction.eu/
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contribution to environmental sustainability as these initiatives usually promote organic or 

chemical-free agriculture and farming and raise environmental awareness.  

Another example of this integrated contribution to development can be found in one of the 

most significant types of social enterprises based in Irish rural areas, i.e. ‘community 

development associations/groups’, whose main aim is developing their rural 

localities/communities.  

These organisations tend to represent a good example of neo-endogenous 

development. The typical organisational structure for these community-based social 

enterprises is represented by an overarching democratic governing body, formed by 

voluntary board members of the social enterprises, this being at the same time complemented 

with a number of sub-committees that are in charge of specific projects. While the sub-

committees are focused on specific activities they tend to periodically report and be in close 

contact with the overall governance body structure of the social enterprise which have a 

more comprehensive and integrated vision of the projects of the organisation. In relation to 

the projects developed, despite each community development social enterprise present their 

specific activities tailor made to the needs of their localities/areas, it is commonly observed 

that these social enterprises combine within their portfolio projects that address economic, 

social, cultural and environmental demands and needs of the areas they cater for. Examples 

of projects developed by these social enterprises can range from the development of 

community centres, childcares, catering services, community leisure spaces, cultural events, 

environmental educational programmes, community gardens or social housing.  

These examples show how Irish rural social enterprises enhance a sustainable and inclusive 

development of rural areas. This concurs with the type of development advocated by the United 

Nations’ and their Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The work and activities of Irish 

rural social enterprises undoubtedly contribute to the ‘construction of sustainable 

communities’ (SDG 11). Moreover, depending on the specific nature of the social 

enterprises, these can also contribute to other SDGs such as ‘access to basic services and 

poverty reduction’ (SDG 1); ‘food security and small-scale farming’ (SDG 2); ‘capacity 

building, skills for employment and entrepreneurship’ (SDG 4); ‘affordable and clean energy’ 

(SDG 7); ‘sustainable and inclusive economic growth and decent work’ (SDG 8); ‘social, 

political and economic inclusion of vulnerable groups, thus reducing inequalities’ (SDG 10) 

and ‘responsible consumption and production’ (SDG 12).
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Case study –  Kilmeedy Development Group CLG 

Kilmeedy Development Group CLG (KDG) was established in 1996 with the aim of fighting rural decline and fostering the development of their community. 

Operating in a small rural village of 354 inhabitants (Census 2016) situated within a structurally weak rural area (POBAL Deprivation Index 2016), this community-

based social enterprise has developed a wide range of projects contributing to an integrated place-based rural development. 

These projects include the hosting of a Community Employment (CE) Scheme which serves a wider catchment area, providing employment and training to over 

50 people, previously unemployed. Moreover, KDG has refurbished two semi-derelict buildings within the village. One of the buildings was an old Garda Barracks 

which after renovation contains a community and CE office, a community childcare, breakfast-club and after-school services which provide 3 part-time jobs, and 

an intergenerational garden with indoor and outdoor sitting areas. The second building was a heritage listed house renovated into a 

community centre which is used by local community and voluntary organisations and local SMEs for hosting meetings, activities and 

events. Moreover, the building hosts two officially accredited Local Training Initiatives, delivered through a service contract between 

KDG and the LCETB. These courses provide adult education usually to early-school leavers or to those unemployed and have created 

4 local jobs related to the coordination and teaching of the courses. KDG has also upgraded local infrastructures such as sidewalks or 

lightning, has maintained community spaces and developed a number of outdoor recreational spaces, including a wildlife sanctuary, 

walks, picnic areas and, a community garden producing chemical-free vegetables and herbs. The community garden serves as a training 

field for one of the LTIs, moreover, from its production a micro-business that sells seasonal products to the local population has been 

established, generating a small income for KDG. Finally, KDG has recently opened the first café-shop within the village which serves 

locally produced food and sells basic goods to the local population. Besides all these projects, KDG has supported other local 

organisations for example in the development of social housing, and has periodically organized social, cultural and community 

activities and events for locals to socialise.  

These range of projects have contributed to create employment and training opportunities, especially to the vulnerable population living within this structurally 

weak rural region. Furthermore, the social enterprise has enhanced socialisation, providing community spaces open to the general public and developing social and 

cultural activities, tackling an important challenge facing rural communities such as social isolation. These projects have also contributed to the cultural life of the 

village and the conservation of heritage sites; moreover, they have improved the aesthetics of the village and have promoted sustainable agriculture, environmental 

awareness and education within the local population. In economic terms, besides contributing to employment creation, the abovementioned projects have 

contributed to the local economy as they have supported the emergence and development of local businesses and the spending and circulation of money within the 

locality. Finally, these projects have enhanced a collective sense of pride and a community spirit within the local population which feed into all previously mentioned 

outcomes.  

Kilmeedy Pre-school. 

Source: Lucas Olmedo 
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Translating general trends into locally-focused solutions and business opportunities 

Despite their local focus, Irish rural social enterprises have shown their ability to translate 

general trends into locally-focused solutions and business opportunities. It is noted to stress that many of 

the challenges face by rural communities across the country are generated and influenced by 

global trends related for example to rural economic restructuring, counter-urbanisation or 

the commodification of the countryside. The causes of these phenomena, which affect 

differently rural areas, transcend and are external to rural communities but have nevertheless 

a local impact (Woods and McDonagh, 2011). 

Irish rural social enterprises have seized opportunities, reacted and/or accommodated these 

phenomena by establishing new businesses and creating previously inexistent services within 

their rural communities. Some examples can be found in the development of community 

catering services for locals and tourists (community cafés-restaurants) or for an increasing 

local ageing population (Meals on the Wheels). Another example can be found in the 

development of affordable social housing as a reaction against the scarcity of private 

developers to build houses in certain rural areas and to facilitate access to a basic service to 

vulnerable populations that cannot afford to buy in the open market due to its high prices.  

These businesses and services provide local employment and enhance local spending 

and circulation of money. Moreover, the services developed by social enterprises present also 

significant social functions that directly target the local population of these rural localities 

such as for example those related to the creation of socialisation spaces which have been 

identified as essential for tackling social isolation, an increasing phenomenon within Irish 

rural communities. 

“We had huge tourist traffic heading out that way. It was recommended at the time 

that we would put in a tourist office there, and we did… In relation to the restaurant, 

it’s a huge social interaction place. You could come up there in the morning, a lot of 

people go to the church in the morning, the retired people, they come in, and they 

have their cup of coffee there. For people that might be living on their own, in the 

morning, they come in and have a cup of coffee. They meet their neighbour. It’s a 

social thing and very popular in the village”. [Jamie_Social enterprise volunteer] 

Interrelation between projects. 

Another key element for the contribution of Irish rural social enterprises to an integrated 

development is the interrelation between their projects. In this regard, it is a common practice 

within Irish rural social enterprises that some of the profits generated through the sale of 

products and/or services or through community fundraising events are often used for the 

subsidisation of some social and/or environmental projects which are not financially 
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sustainable by their own. This interrelation between projects is also an important feature of 

these organisations in order to contribute to an integrated rural development as it means an 

internal transfer of resources from more profitable to non-profitable activities and 

contributes to enhance a more comprehensive and strategic vision of the main aim(s) of the 

organisations. On the other hand, due to this interconnection between projects the ceased 

of some central projects developed by a social enterprise can have a ripple effect on the 

sustainability of other the rest of projects developed by the organisation.  

“At this moment in time we have three or four projects going on. This building where 

we're sitting this evening is a restaurant, and it's got a community office to the front 

of it […]. We're leasing that to a local lady. And as a result, it’s gone really well, she's 

giving employment to eight people in total. […] The rent from the restaurant pays 

the loan of the creamery yard and car park. If we can continue that, we will be going 

quite well”. [Casey_Board member rural social enterprise] 

Adding value to local natural, material, cultural and human resources 

The analysis of the data from Irish rural social enterprises stakeholders clearly show how 

these organisations contribute to an integrated place-based development through (social) 

entrepreneurship and innovation within usually resource constrained areas and localities 

(Johnstone and Lionais, 2004; DiDomenico, Haugh and Tracey, 2010; Richter, 2019). This 

(social) entrepreneurship and innovation is translated into key aspects for the development 

of rural areas in terms of supporting the emergence of new local businesses/enterprises, 

adding value to existing resources, transforming underutilised physical assets/spaces such as 

derelict buildings and idle land for community benefit, engaging the local population into 

collective actions, enhancing a mixed workforce of volunteers and paid staff or providing 

previously inexistent services to rural communities and in some cases to a wider population.  

“Rural social enterprise members have been quite visionary about their projects, 

because they see themselves as serving the need of the community, of the population, 

and they're innovative thinkers as well. They're not so worried about the cost of 

everything [laughter], they’ll figure it out – which I kind of have to admire”. 

[Aine_Rural development and social enterprise expert] 

Irish rural social enterprises have demonstrated their ability to add value to local natural, material, 

cultural and human resources. Examples of this value creation can include the renovation of 

underutilised (heritage) buildings and land making them functional for their rural 

communities; support to small local producers to the development of food brands and 

community local markets, or; the development of activities and services where people can 

volunteer, therefore valorising their skills or enhancing new ones, and work, therefore 
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contributing to their professional skills and career development. Within the processes of 

adding value, these organisations usually transform latent and untapped resources into 

locally-focused solutions that contribute to the development of their communities and/or to 

some specific vulnerable groups.  

 “The Community Development Group [social enterprise] is using every resource 

they have and they're utilising it. That's what happened with the social housing, they 

had that bit of land there and they utilised it, like the backyard, the creamery, they're 

utilising that. They can see ahead, that they can use the structure that's here, they can 

use that structure, and use it for the better of the locality”. [Anne Marie_Social 

enterprise staff]. 

Combining a wide range of monetary and non-monetary resources 

For developing their projects Irish rural social enterprises have demonstrated their need and 

ability to combine a wide range of monetary and non-monetary resources. Despite the resource mix 

varies among different social enterprises, it is commonly observed how these organisations 

combine funding streams coming from public sources such as grant funding and (public) 

service contracts, with private sources such as donations and community fundraisings, 

market loans and the sale of services and/or products. Furthermore, it is commonly observed 

that Irish rural social enterprises combine these monetary resources with other non-monetary 

resources that are also essential for developing their projects. These can include volunteer 

labour and skills of board members and volunteers participating in the social enterprises, 

lending of machinery and tools from local farmers and contractors free of charge or at a 

reduced price, the donation of in-kind resources for developing community activities and in 

certain occasions the donation of pieces of land and building by local private individuals 

and/or organisations to develop specific projects needed of these infrastructures and/or 

spaces.  

These combinations of monetary (including market and non-market) and non-monetary 

resources show how despite rural social enterprises are market players, economic 

transactions and relations of these organisations cannot be fully understood but if looking at 

the economy as a space that, besides the market includes redistributive (e.g. grants) and 

reciprocal (e.g. volunteer labour) economic transactions from public and private actors. 

Moreover, these complex mobilisation and combination of resources show the 

resourcefulness capacity demonstrate by these organisations to be able to develop their 

projects within resource constrained environments.  
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Case Study Lough Gur Development Co-Operative Society 

The Lough Gur Development Co-Operative Society (hereafter Lough Gur Development) was officially inaugurated in 1993 with the aim of promoting, preserving 

and protecting the rich historical and environmental resources in its direct environment. With approximately 220 inhabitants (Census, 2016), the village of Lough 

Gur is small, but it has an important story to tell. With over 1000 archaeological field monuments found within a 5-km radius, providing evidence of over 6000 

years of human habitation, it is recognized as one of the most important archaeological areas in Ireland. Furthermore, the village is located next to the only lake in 

County Limerick, which supports a unique ecological habitat, and is a Wild Fowl Sanctuary and a Natural Heritage Area. 

Lough Gur Development operates the Honeyfitz Theatre, which functions as a local theatre and community hall. The space 

is utilised by the organisation itself to organize meetings and (community) events, but is also rented out to community groups 

and local teachers for workshops, events and courses. Since 2011, Lough Gur Development also runs the Heritage Centre, 

with a museum and guided tours of the area. Next to that, a range of workshops, walks and (seasonal) festivals are organised, 

and the organisation provides educational activities as an accredited Discover Primary Science and Maths Centre.  

In order to operate all these activities, Lough Gur Development combines a wide range of monetary and non-monetary 

resources. The unique historical and environmental resources of the area provide an important basis for organisational activities. Operational costs of these activities 

are covered by the income they generate through the sale of tickets, guided tours or renting, and a subvention from the local authority. The 13 staff members are 

paid through a combination of funding from the City and County Council, active labour market programmes like Tús and Rural Social Scheme, and income 

generated through organisational activities. Furthermore, the organisation draws heavily on volunteers. Not only is the board of the organisation comprised of local 

volunteers, but local guides provide tours on a voluntary basis, and in the organisation of events, Lough Gur Development can count on the help of numerous 

volunteers from the area. For the development of new projects, the social enterprise is dependent on external funding, either from philanthropic sources, donations, 

the regional or national government, or European programmes like LEADER.  

The social enterprise thus utilises a range of local resources, like archaeological monuments and the local wildlife, to create activities that stimulate local employment. 

It also draws on the skills of community members, while at the same time upskilling them by providing work experience and educational activities. Moreover, the 

social enterprise mobilises extra-local resources, like national and international funding streams, and regional and international philanthropic sources, thus drawing 

capital, but also new ideas and knowledge, in to the village. In doing so, the work of the social enterprise provides local employment opportunities, enhances 

institutional relations at different spatial scales, reinvigorates local social connections and fosters a collective sense of place. 

Lough Gur Heritage Centre. 

Source: www.limerick.ie 
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Collaborative relations with a multiplicity of actors from different sectors and at 

different spatial scales. 

A key element to mobilise this wide range of resources is the development by Irish rural 

social enterprises of complex networks of relations, and especially the engagement in 

collaborative relations with a multiplicity of actors from different sectors (public, for-profit, C&V, third 

sector) and at different spatial scales (local, regional, national, international) when developing 

their projects. Due to their strong local focus, collaborative relations between the social 

enterprises and other local organisations and (for-profit) businesses play an essential role to 

maximize the use of resources and for sharing and discussing common goals between 

organisations. These collaborations can create a ripple effect by creating synergies between 

local actors, allowing to reach goals that would have not been possible to achieve by each 

organisation independently mainly due to the resource constrained environment in which 

operate many Irish rural social enterprises.  

“What we have done is we got together with the GAA because we found that if you 

are going out to the people in the community too often, for money and help, they 

get tired of you, and nobody benefits. So what we have done is we have come 

together with the GAA and 3 people in the group today as directors of the 

community development are actually working with the GAA.  We work together on 

the village festival. We work together on the Christmas fair. We work together on a 

bingo on a Friday night, we work together on that. So what you are doing is you are 

pooling your resources, you are not going back all the time looking for the people to 

support you”. [Chris_Social enterprise volunteer] 

Furthermore, rural social enterprises also tend to engage with other organisations beyond 

their localities which have developed similar projects, mainly to exchange information in 

terms of funding and implementation of projects. Interestingly these connections tend to be 

developed with organisations placed in other rural contexts, therefore it is observed a strong 

rural dimension in these relations established by rural social enterprises.   

Irish rural social enterprises tend to play a key role in connecting their rural localities with 

other actors and institutions from different sectors and that transcend the local level. These 

cross-sectoral and external relations can include the participation in regional and national 

networks, linking with the diaspora, collaborations with universities or engagement with 

regional, national and international foundations and institutions. Of especial relevance are 

the relations that Irish rural social enterprises develop with their respective Local 

Development Companies (LDC) and Local Authorities in order to benefit from their 

guidance and expertise and to acquire funding from programmes that these institutions 

manage. Our research shows how the collaborative relations established between rural social 
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enterprises and institutions such as LDC or Local Authorities is more effective when such 

institutions work in a more decentralised way, for example by having outreach offices in rural 

towns and staff more ingrained within local communities, and; when these relations are based 

on the needs identified and express by the communities rather than based on a strict focus 

on the opportunities provided by specific (silo) programmes.   

These collaborative relations represent a key element for the (social) entrepreneurship and 

innovative capacity of Irish rural social enterprises, moreover, they highlight the relevance of 

the economic, social and institutional ecosystems in which these organisations are embedded 

for their work. Hence, to understand the work of these organisations and design effective 

support systems it is necessary to look beyond the internal characteristics and dimensions of 

these organisations but to their interrelations/collaborations with other stakeholders. 

Moreover, effective support systems for rural social enterprises should facilitate 

collaborations between these cross-sectoral and multi-scalar stakeholders for establishing 

synergies that benefit an integrated development of rural communities and vulnerable groups 

but the effectiveness of these supports will also depend on the effective functioning of other 

actors within the rural areas where the social enterprises operate such as other third sector 

and community and voluntary organisations, local for-profit businesses and public 

institutions.  

The relevance of these cross-sectoral and multi-scalar collaborations for the work of Irish 

rural social enterprises concur with the multi-governance framework advocated by the neo-

endogenous approach which stress the links between local and external actors and the 

relevance of an array of actors/stakeholders, including public institutions, third sector 

organisations, for-profit businesses, for the integrated development of rural areas. 

Open/democratic and collective leadership. 

Another key element for the capacity of Irish rural social enterprises to foster (social) 

entrepreneurship and innovation is leadership. The analysis of interviews with different 

stakeholders demonstrate that leaders, usually represented by chairpersons and managers, of 

successful rural social enterprises present strong community reputation and a democratic 

leadership style. In this regard, beyond having some clear visions/goals for the social 

enterprises and being able to seize opportunities, leaders of these organisations are especially 

characterised by their ability to incorporate the visions and voices of different members of 

the social enterprises but also the voices and ideas from other people of the rural 

communities where they are based and operate. Thus rural social enterprises leaders are 
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characterised by their ability to embrace new ideas coming from the community and to make 

their communities to ‘buy in’ the social enterprises projects.  

“Leadership and leaders matter a lot and leaders that allow others’ voices to come 

through. Leaders’ would have delegated the jobs out to people. So people were never 

saying it’s a one-man band, he’s going off without us. It was everyone doing it. And 

I think that trait, in a leader in a community, makes a big difference. That any one 

person losing the rest, it doesn’t work. I also think that is important for leaders to 

spot people with capacity and encourage those people to participate and allow them 

to get their voice and their space”. [Carin_Rural development and social enterprise 

expert] 

The development of and open/democratic and collective leadership style is closely related with the 

capacity of these leaders to mobilise and harness both their informal and formal 

ties/networks and with the implementation of structured participatory processes, such as for 

example community planning, consultation and evaluation processes, to engage the wider 

community into the planning and implementation of the social enterprises activities. These 

participatory democratic processes, usually lead by community-based rural social enterprises 

in partnership with a LDC or a regional university, together with the nature of the activities 

developed by the social enterprises have meant an important source for enhancing 

community cohesion and sense of community. This collective bonding is not only important 

for individuals within the communities but also for the development of shared goals among 

local individuals and between different local actors that work with the social enterprises for 

the development of projects that benefit their rural communities. Moreover, when these 

community planning and consultations processes are formalised in written multi-annual 

plans, they have been regularly used by rural social enterprises as a tool for demonstrating to 

funders a cohesive, inclusive and clear vision for the development of their localities, thus for 

acquiring funding for specific projects.  

“We [community-based social enterprise] started with a public meeting, which 

Ballyhoura facilitated.... From recollection, we had over 200 at the first meeting. We 

did a lot of promotional work for it. That was literally a think-tank […] So people 

went to whatever table they thought they might have a contribution for. […] And 

then from that then we held a number of subsequent meetings. […] then each group 

went off after that and they set up their own nights and they met. […] We formalised 

that [process] into a nice document [five-year plan] and we ended up with nine 

sections in total […]. Every application I did for about four years, I used to send out 

the five-year plan with it, and more or less they wouldn't question it, because they 

say, ‘they have a plan, they know where they're going, they know what they're doing.’ 

And then I’d highlight the area with the cottage market – because that's one of them 
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– and that would help the cottage market get the funding”. [Casey_Rural social 

enterprise board member] 

These collaborative and democratic/participatory processes that characterise Irish rural 

social enterprises mean that besides implementing new services and products and adding 

value to resources of their rural communities, these organisations tend to play a key role in 

enhancing processes associated with these collaborative and democratic relations such as the 

development of different forms of social capital (bonding, bridging and linking), the 

promotion of an inclusive sense of community or the connectivity of rural communities with 

other rural and urban actors and areas.  

Need of a diversified skills portfolio 

The complexity of the work of Irish rural social enterprises shown within this section entail 

that in order to foster (social) entrepreneurship and innovation that can lead to an integrated 

place-based development, these organisations need a diversified skills portfolio. In this sense, the 

professional background and expertise of managers and/or some board members of social 

enterprises, especially in fields/areas related to business development, PR, negotiation, HR 

management, advocacy/legal-solicitor and public administration/grants, have proved to be 

essential for the successful completion of their projects. These specialized but transversal 

skills need, moreover, to be complemented with the specific skills of the sectors in which the 

social enterprises implement each of their specific projects, e.g. childcare, healthcare, 

catering, gardening, IT, housing, education.  

“Because of the regulatory burden with the charities’ regulator and the companies 

registration office, in order to apply for funding and bring real change, you need to 

have very specific skill sets to deliver them. So in my opinion, every board should 

have an accountant... A book-keeper is great but I think you really need to have a 

professional accountant. You need to have somebody with a marketing qualification 

and I think legal qualifications as well, a solicitor or barrister. At this stage I think it’s 

becoming necessary that boards nearly need those two, legal and accounting for sure. 

Marketing, social media, graphic design… We need skills. We’ll be delighted to have 

volunteers but we need people with experience in running a food business to run that 

for us. None of us have that skillset and it’s a very particular skillset. And we need to 

have one manager running that operation for us.” [Sarah_Social enterprise volunteer] 

Despite the situation varies among different rural areas, social enterprises operating especially 

in structurally weak rural areas, remote and small rural villages usually struggle to find and 

attract staff with some of the abovementioned skills. This difficulty is related to the lack of 

professionals with these skills within those structurally weak and remote areas and/or to the 

incapacity of these rural social enterprises for paying competitive salaries. The specific nature 
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of many services developed by social enterprises, which are directed towards vulnerable 

populations, and the reduced market size of some rural areas, which limit the possibilities of 

develop financially sustainable services, can make difficult for rural social enterprises to 

attract these highly qualified professionals with their own means.  

“Some social enterprises are not going to produce enough income to pay a manager 

but what they could do is produce enough income to pay a part of the wages of the 

manager, if the balance is paid from somewhere else. And for those communities 

that have taken that step and taken on a manager, they moved faster. You get much 

faster progress because you have somebody whose day job it is to keep moving the 

thing on”. [Lilian_Rural development and social enterprise expert] 

On some occasions many of these tasks lie entirely on the volunteers and especially on the 

board members of Irish rural social enterprises. These highly committed volunteers have 

demonstrated to be an essential part of social enterprises operating in rural Ireland, on many 

occasions covering shortages of staff and providing invaluable guidance, knowledge and 

expertise. However, it has been observed that this high reliance and dependence on 

volunteers usually leads to volunteer’s burnout which represents an important factor 

challenging the entrepreneurial and innovative capacity and even the long-term sustainability 

of these organisations. Moreover, it is noted to say that within some rural communities it is 

challenging to find volunteers with these specific skills, mainly due to the reduced size of the 

communities and to the educational and professional background of the local population, 

and, that attracting volunteers with these skills from outside their own rural communities 

have proved to be difficult. This high reliance on volunteers can also pose a risk the 

sustainability of social enterprises and limitations to their work and to the growth and scaling 

of their services. Hence, workforce shortage, especially of high qualified staff represent one 

of the key challenges facing social enterprises which is usually especially more acute for those 

operating within structurally weak rural regions.  

“I really think we need to be able to see some programme at some point that supports 

employment at a level of community so that these services can be professionalized, 

like the community services programme but on a broader scale than that… From a 

sustainability level. If I look at Kilbehenny for example, they do have the CE 

supervisor there, and the whole is in use seven days a week, there's always something 

happening. But Kilbehenny, that space could be at another level if they had a 

professional service. There's an aging population really in that circle, so I definitely 

think there's potential with Kilbehenny for a ‘Meals on Wheels’ service or some kind 

of hub situation that they have the infrastructure for, they have all of that there, if 

they had the workforce to be able to implement it. They can't as volunteers take it to 

the level that it could be. […] The Millennium Centre where we were that night it’s 
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another example of a social enterprise who are also really challenged by the staffing 

implication, because the Millennium Centre does all of that. It does the food, it does 

all the services, the bar is there, they have a licence [laughter]. But the blood, sweat 

and tears that the volunteers put into managing that… Whereas if they did have a 

manager post or a staff post that was permanent that may take it then to the next 

level. … Because the other challenge, if you look at it from an enterprise perspective, 

as a business, and you're trying to make a living out of that, would you go into any of 

those small villages or towns and try and set up a business? You're taking a huge risk 

to do that. So the only way to have these services going forward is through 

community, and if we don’t try and professionalise, then where is it going to go in 20 

years? Because volunteers, people are now again time poor, so you are relying on the 

older volunteers who have that experience, but they're not going to be there forever”. 

[Aine_Rural development and social enterprise expert] 

The unique contribution of social enterprises as neo-endogenous rural 

development actors. 

The neo-endogenous approach emphasises the contribution of a range of actors to rural 

development. Rural social enterprises operating in Irish rural areas are one of these actors 

and their work is highly influenced on the synergies that they are able to create with other 

stakeholders operating in different sectors and spatial scales within rural multi-governance 

frameworks.  

What Irish rural social enterprises have demonstrated in their contribution to rural 

development is an ability to combine multiple goals that address the needs of their local 

communities, thus to work and enhance an integrated place-based rural development. 

Moreover, they have shown a social entrepreneurial and innovative capacity through 

which they have created new services and products, have revalorised/added value to local 

resources and have enhanced social capital, promoting inclusive social relations. Through 

this integrated and collaborative work, Irish rural social enterprises tend to occupy and 

develop an intermediate space between the for-profit sector, public institutions/state and the 

civil society. The development of this intermediate space being critical for the creation of 

synergies between different stakeholders which can enhance a joined up approach towards 

addressing the complex challenges that rural territories and societies currently face. These 

characteristics make social enterprises a unique actor in rural development with a great 

potential to contribute to the economic, social, political, cultural and environmental 

development of rural areas through (social) entrepreneurial and innovative solutions (see 

Figure 5). However, this report has also presented some challenges that these organisations 

face, such as the need of a diversified skills portfolio, the difficulty to attract highly-qualified 
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staff, volunteer burnout or their embeddedness in ineffective economic, social and 

institutional ecosystems which can hinder their potential.   

Figure 5. Key elements of Irish rural social enterprise as neo-endogenous development actors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The significance of establishing the links between Irish rural social enterprises and the 

principles of neo-endogenous rural development have resided in showing their actual and 

potential capacity to contribute to an integrated and sustainable development of their rural 

localities/areas and in showing the relevant role that policy measures can play in unlocking 

this potential, the latter is further explored in section 4.     
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4. The Role of Irish Policy in Unlocking the Potential of Rural Social 

Enterprises 

Based on the research results shown in previous sections of this report together with the 

analysis of policy documents, i.e. Ireland National Social Enterprise Policy 2019 – 2022; Our 

Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 – 2025, and strategies, e.g. Future Jobs Ireland 

strategy (2019); National Community and Voluntary Sector Strategy 2019-2024, this section 

discusses some of the elements within these policies that address social enterprises and 

proposes specific policy measures (recommendations) for unlocking the potential of social 

enterprises as rural development actors (see Appendix 2 for an overview of Policy 

recommendations).  

Ireland National Social Enterprise Policy (2019 – 2022 and future) 

As stated in the Introduction of this report the first Ireland National Social Enterprise Policy 

(INSEP) published in 2019 represented a milestone for the institutionalisation of the social 

enterprise sector within Ireland. This policy situates social enterprises as stand-alone 

stakeholders that merit attention from Government due to their contribution to society. 

Despite the significant contribution of INSEP for the Irish social enterprise sector, this 

emergent policy area is in need of evidence-based knowledge that can inform further policies 

and strategies for the effective connection between research, policy and practice in (rural) 

social enterprises.  

Building Awareness of Social Enterprise 

In regard to the first Policy Objective of the INSEP, i.e. Building Awareness of Social Enterprise, 

the definition puts forward within this policy clearly reflects some of the main general 

features of social enterprises, i.e. social, societal, economic and environmental aim rather 

than profit maximisation; trading on an ongoing basis, so profits are pursued but these are 

reinvested into the social enterprise activities; the organisations are democratic, 

transparent/accountable, independent of the public sector and have an asset lock. These 

features clearly distinguish social enterprises from (most) for-profit businesses and from 

public institutions. Despite the inclusion of ‘trading on an ongoing basis’ somehow stresses 

the entrepreneurial dimension of social enterprises and distinguishes them from more 

traditional community and voluntary organisations such as charities, a further emphasis on 

the entrepreneurial and innovative character of social enterprises (in line with other 

definitions such as the European Commission’s) would have reinforced the specificity of 

social enterprises as unique organisations.  
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The innovative character of social enterprises reside in their capacity of developing new 

products and new quality of products, e.g. new services in the field of childcare or elder care; 

new methods of organisation and/or production, e.g. the integration of different 

stakeholders such as volunteers, salaried workers, public authorities or community users in 

the governance structures of the organisation, and; new production factors, e.g. the working 

integration of socially excluded groups through WISEs. Therefore, a further distinctive 

element of social enterprises is their social, rather than technological, innovative character.    

In order to build awareness of social enterprises, policy documents and strategies should 

reinforce and stress the distinctive features of social enterprises; however, the sectoral 

heterogeneity and territorial diversity of social enterprises need to be not only recognised but 

highlighted as a strength of the sector. This diversity means that social enterprises are 

contributing to multiple aspects of Irish society and that they are spread throughout the 

country. However, at the same time this diversity poses challenges in terms of the internal 

cohesion and management of the sector due to potential internal conflicts of interests and 

power relations within the social enterprise sector which need to be taken into account for 

their appropriate management.  

In terms of territorial diversity, this report is mainly concerned with social enterprises 

operating in rural areas. These social enterprises, besides the abovementioned features, 

present some specific characteristics such as having a very strong local focus and reach which 

imply a great potential to deliver locally-focused tailor made solutions but limitations in terms 

of the scalability of their products and services. Moreover, rural social enterprises tend to 

focus on integrated (territorial) development and on social rather than technological 

innovation. These features concur with the tendency of rural social enterprises to be 

community-based rather than individually-led and with the significance of rural social 

enterprises focus on local and community development and on the working integration of 

vulnerable groups. Finally, these social enterprises, and especially those operating within 

remote and structurally weak rural regions, present structural disadvantages because of their 

location in terms of access to (some) resources related for example to decision-

making/policymaking; digital connection; geographical access – transport; (basic) 

infrastructure and services; markets or a critical mass with high purchasing power. 

If a cohesive and inclusive social enterprise sector is sought this heterogeneity and diversity 

needs to be acknowledged, communicated and stressed within policy documents and 

building awareness ‘campaigns/strategies’.  
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Policy recommendation: clear communication of  common features that make 

social enterprises unique and distinctive; acknowledgement of  the sectoral and 

territorial diversity within the sector 

 

As the INSEP clearly states an important element for building awareness of social enterprises 

lies in communicating the (positive) impacts/contributions of these organisations. The 

compilation of general information and descriptive statistics into a data base (census) that 

provides metrics for example in terms of number of social enterprises, sectors of operation, 

territorial/geographical distribution, number and characteristics of employees/staff and 

volunteers, turnover/income, governance structure and decision-making processes, legal 

form and years in operation, can provide very useful information for having an 

comprehensive picture of the social enterprise sector in Ireland.   

However, due to the nature of the organisations and the sector, the assessment and 

communication of the impact of social enterprises should go beyond gathering and 

presentation of quantitative nominal metrics. On the one hand, the ponderation of these 

quantitative metrics to show the relative impact of social enterprises within their territories 

is important, especially for those social enterprises operating in low densities and structurally 

weak areas. Examples of these relative measures can include the number of social enterprises 

in relation to the total population of the area; the number and share of jobs provided by 

social enterprises for people distant to labour market such as long-term unemployed or 

people with disabilities; the share of social housing provided by social enterprises in relation 

to the total housing stock of the area; the services delivered by social enterprises which were 

previously non-available within the area or; the contribution of social enterprises in changing 

trends related to unemployment and depopulation.  

Moreover, the impact assessment and communication of social enterprises should 

include other ‘soft’ indicators (beyond more traditional quantitative metrics) associated with 

the processes through which social enterprises deliver their services and products. These can 

include their contributions to community cohesion, social inclusion, meaningful 

employment, democratic participation, and social and environmental indicators besides 

economic to reflect their contribution to integrated development. Some of this ‘soft’ 

indicators are difficult (or even impossible) to measure, therefore the combination of 

quantitative (nominal and relative/weight) metrics with qualitative indicators based on 

evidence gathered through interviews, observations, open ended questions in surveys, 
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methods should be employed to capture the actual contribution (impact) of social enterprises 

to Irish society (this is in line with Objective 1.3. of the National Community and Voluntary 

Sector Strategy 2019 – 2024). 

Policy recommendation: combination of  descriptive statistics, quantitative 

(nominal and relative/weight) metrics and qualitative data for a comprehensive 

and accurate assessment of  social enterprises impact 

 

Education has also been identified within the INSEP as a key element for building awareness 

of social enterprise. The inclusion and/or reinforcement of social enterprises within primary 

and secondary education curricula is a key aspect for future generations to embrace ideas of 

enterprises/business beyond profit-making and raising awareness of social enterprises 

contribution to society. Moreover, the study of social enterprises enhances the development 

of transversal values connected to democracy, entrepreneurship and innovation, 

sustainability, complex/critical thinking. Within Higher Education Institutions, besides the 

development of modules and programmes related to social enterprises/entrepreneurship, 

bachelor’s and masters’ projects and placements within (rural) social enterprises could be 

incentivised. To compensate the logistical disadvantages of these projects and placements 

within social enterprises based in rural areas, incentives in terms of extra grading and/or 

small budgetary aid could be provided to students willing to collaborate with these kind of 

social enterprises, in line with ‘Rural Erasmus’ programmes developed in countries such as 

Spain14. The valorisation of social enterprises within all educational levels curricula and within 

students’ research projects and placements can have a great impact (long-term) in retaining 

population, especially youngsters, in rural areas and in the development of locally-focused 

innovative solutions; valorisation and enhancement of socially inclusive economic 

development and the circular economy.  

Policy recommendation: include and/or reinforce social enterprises within 

curricula at all educational levels and promote HEI students’ research projects and 

placements in social enterprises, incentivising those within rural areas 

                                                           
14 https://www.euromontana.org/en/the-desafio-programme-a-rural-erasmus-to-fight-depopulation-in-
rural-and-mountain-areas/  
https://erasmusu.com/en/erasmus-blog/erasmus-tips/from-the-city-to-the-village-this-is-the-new-rural-
erasmus-1243396  

https://www.euromontana.org/en/the-desafio-programme-a-rural-erasmus-to-fight-depopulation-in-rural-and-mountain-areas/
https://www.euromontana.org/en/the-desafio-programme-a-rural-erasmus-to-fight-depopulation-in-rural-and-mountain-areas/
https://erasmusu.com/en/erasmus-blog/erasmus-tips/from-the-city-to-the-village-this-is-the-new-rural-erasmus-1243396
https://erasmusu.com/en/erasmus-blog/erasmus-tips/from-the-city-to-the-village-this-is-the-new-rural-erasmus-1243396
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Growing and Strengthening Social Enterprise 

The second policy objective of the INSEP refers to Growing and Strengthening Social Enterprise. 

To support the long-term and strategic planning of (rural) social enterprises multi-annual 

programming and funding would be required, in line with Objectives 1.3. and 4.1. of the 

National Community and Voluntary Sector Strategy 2019 – 2024. Moreover, research shows 

how the (social) innovative character of social enterprises do not always fit with pre-

determined paths of development and implementation of projects and with pre-defined 

outcomes. Thus, some funding programmes for piloting innovative/breakthrough ideas 

which have not been previously tested and without clear outcomes can contribute to unlock 

the potential of these innovative organisations.  

Research also shows the importance of funding mechanisms that cover the different stages 

of development, i.e. problematisation; emergence – planning and realisation; adjustment; 

stabilization and dissemination; of social enterprises developing socially innovative projects15. 

In this sense, Rethink Ireland’s Start-up, Development and Growth Funds for social 

enterprises, funded by the DRCD under the Dormant Accounts Fund, represent a good 

practice in terms of funding support for social enterprises at different stages of development. 

Moreover, due to the entrepreneurial character of social enterprises, funding and business 

supports (this point is further developed below) should be consistent with those offer to for-

profit businesses, despite a necessary adaptation to the specific nature of social enterprises. 

Furthermore, the sectoral and territorial heterogeneity within the social enterprise sector 

suggests the need for a balanced combination between national cross-sectoral funding 

programmes such as the Social Enterprise Regeneration Programme, and funding directed 

towards specific sectors and territories, especially structurally weak and remote areas. In 

addition, the strong local focus and reach of social enterprises operating in rural areas, which 

aim to solve issues of specific rural communities in an innovative fashion, call for the 

emphasis within funding programmes and evaluation assessment on scaling deep (impact on 

cultural roots) and on the capacity of social enterprises projects, services and/or products 

adaptability rather than on scaling up (growing in numbers, economies of scale). The impact 

on the norms and beliefs of communities and the potential adaptation of innovative solutions 

to other contexts is much in line with the way of working of rural social enterprises and with 

the principles advocated by an integrated placed-based development.  

                                                           
15 See RurAction Policy Brief (Christmann, 2020). 
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Finally, staff funding supports represent a key aspect for social enterprises, especially for 

Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs) and for those operating within disadvantage 

areas with limited market opportunities and access to resources. It is also important to note 

here that it is common that rural social enterprises offer otherwise non-available basic 

services to their communities. These local (public) services include for example the 

maintenance of community (public) spaces, parks, walks or education opportunities for 

adults in situation of vulnerability through the hosting of Local Training Initiatives as 

previously shown in this report. The public nature of the contribution of these (rural) social 

enterprises to their communities concurs with the explicit recognition within the National 

Community and Voluntary Sector Strategy 2019 – 2024 (p. 21) of the public duty of 

community and voluntary organisations, which  

“will be supported with appropriate funding models for the supports and services 

they deliver in partnership with Government, creating greater financial certainty and 

sustainability, improving capacity and effectiveness, and ensuring viability of services 

for communities. Funding organisations for the ‘additional marginal’ service 

provided, rather than the actual cost of delivering the service, often requires 

organisations to provide public-funded services at a loss, threatening their 

sustainability and, ultimately, the services they deliver.”  

Research on rural social enterprises demonstrate that this threat to the sustainability of social 

enterprises and to the services they offer is especially relevant in relation to the workforce 

needed by these organisations. The recognition of the contribution of social enterprises to 

deliver innovative solutions, providing otherwise non-available services, enhancing the 

working integration of disadvantage groups and contributing to a socially inclusive, 

democratic and sustainable economic development needs to be accompanied with 

appropriate staff funding support that enhance the sustainability and greater 

professionalization of the sector.  

The complexity shown by rural social enterprises in terms of their contributions to 

multiple dimensions of development, the interrelation between projects, the collaborations 

with different stakeholders and the mobilisations and combination of a wide range of 

resources require diversified skills within these organisations. ALMPs such as Community 

Employment Scheme, Rural Social Scheme or Tús are essential for the work of many rural 

social enterprises. However, within these programmes are often the difficulty to find workers 

with more managerial and other specialized tasks such as for example grant writing, tasks 

which tend to lie on the voluntary work of usually overburden volunteers. Moreover, for 

many rural social enterprises is not possible to find (nor paid nor volunteer) the specialized 
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skills needed, e.g. managers; PR/marketing; rural/community development workers, for 

running such complex organisations thus limiting their potential.  

Different policy measures within INSEP focus on the provision of advice, mentoring and 

training for ‘social enterprises’ (staff and volunteers), for example policy measures 7; 9; 10; 

11; 16. Despite these supports can be undoubtedly beneficial for social enterprises, research 

shows that to tackle the excessive workload, especially of volunteers (burnout), more 

qualified staff rather than training of volunteers is needed. It is recommended to include as 

a policy objective the (partial) subsidisation of (highly) qualified staff for social enterprises, 

such as managers, especially in sectors and areas where is not viable for social enterprises to 

hire these kind of professionals entirely with their own resources due to nature of the services 

provided and/or the disadvantage nature of the territories where they are based and operate. 

A possibility in this regard could be to expand/generalise the Community Service 

Programme (CSP), making it more accessible to social enterprises under the abovementioned 

circumstances.  

Policy recommendations:  

- Multiannual programming and funding support for enhancing long-term 

strategic planning. 

- Funding for piloting breakthrough social innovation, to social enterprises 

in different stages of  development and consistent with for-profit business 

supports but adapted to social enterprise features. 

- Combination of  national cross-sectoral funds with sectoral and territorial 

specific funds with greater emphasis on scaling deep and adaptability 

rather than scaling up.   

- Funding, (partial) subsidisation of  highly qualified staff  (e.g. managers) 

– generalisation of  CSP - for social enterprises operating basic/public 

services which are non-commercially viable due to their nature and/or 

territory of  operation. 

 

Besides the support in terms of funding, other forms of supports such as business mentoring, 

leadership, good governance practices, digital skills, grant writing and management and other 

technical support can be highly beneficial to unlock the potential of rural social enterprises.  
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The identification, cataloguing and compilation in a centralised and accessible data 

base/website of the different funding, training and technical support for social enterprises 

as it is acknowledged by different policy objectives (7; 11) within the INSEP is a good 

practice for enhancing the access of social enterprises to these information and resources.  

More specifically, in terms of business and technical support, research shows how 

those supporting institutions with a decentralised way of working, and an integrated vision 

close to the territory, facilitate greater access to support to rural social enterprises. In this 

regard, rural social enterprises tend not to use LEOs as business mentoring but are more 

inclined to link with LDCs for mentoring, technical advice, grant support, etc. The further 

resourcing of social enterprise units within LDCs, including a further emphasis on social 

enterprises business planning and skills offers a more organic way for rural social enterprises 

to access this kind of supports.  

Policy recommendation: resource LDCs social enterprise units for business and 

technical support to rural social enterprises due to their integrated/territorial 

connectivity. 

The abovementioned supports are generally directed to members of social enterprises and 

funding mechanisms tend to be opened for projects developed by single social enterprises. 

However, research shows that a key element of rural social enterprises is their collaborative 

nature, not only with other social enterprises but also with other stakeholders from the for-

profit, public and third sectors (including the later community and voluntary organisations).  

Policy can facilitate and enhance these collaborations by opening funding schemes 

that enhance collaborative projects in form of consortiums/partnerships between social 

enterprises and other local stakeholders such as local businesses, third sector organisations, 

regional universities, LDCs and/or Local Authorities16. Moreover, some funds could be also 

allocated to support joint projects between (rural) social enterprises based on different 

territories but sharing common challenges. These projects could develop peer learning, 

mutual support, study visits, sharing of information and creation of ties/networks. The latter 

does not mean the creation of new (rural) social enterprises networks as these organisations 

already tend to participate in a suite of networks and there already exists networks at 

                                                           
16 These collaborative projects and funding align with some supports within the National Community and 
Voluntary Sector Strategy 2019 – 2024 (see for example p. 21 of the Strategy).  
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local/regional and national level such as the ILDN and the Irish Social Enterprise Network 

that advocate and support social enterprises.  

Policy recommendation: harnessing and supporting the collaborative character of 

rural social enterprises by unlocking funding for collaborative projects with cross-

sectoral and cross-territorial stakeholders. 

 

Achieving Better Policy Alignment 

The third objective of the INSEP refers to Achieving Better Policy Alignment. The INSEP 

recognises the relevance of aligning and strengthen the collaboration between research, 

practice and policy. In this regard, the consultation process that led to the INSEP in which 

participated policymakers, researchers and practitioners, EU social enterprises projects with 

Irish participation such as RurAction, FOSO-POCO, Atlantic Social Lab which include the 

abovementioned stakeholders or the plenary session ‘Bridging the disconnect between 

policy, practice, education and research in social enterprise’ hold within the 24th Irish 

Academy of Management Conference. Social Enterprise Symposium & Interactive 

Discourse, can be regarded as examples of good practices in strengthening these 

collaborations for a better social enterprise policy alignment.  

In terms of data collection, some INSEP policy measures (23 and 24) focuses on gathering 

data that provides a comprehensive picture of the size and nature of the Irish social enterprise 

sector and that measures the impact of these organisations. Despite the relevance of 

establishing a general picture of the sector and assessing its contribution and impact to Irish 

society, research on (rural) social enterprises is a promising but relatively new area which 

needs a deeper understanding of the dynamics of these organisations.  

The field of (rural) social enterprises is still under-researched for example in terms of 

how these organisations work in specific sectors, such as education, elder and health care, 

energy, circular economy, culture, local and community development; their strengths and 

weaknesses in relation to other actors such as public institutions, for-profit businesses or 

community and voluntary organisations; their collaborations, networks, power relations 

within governance frameworks or; their relation with their contexts, territories and within 

broader ecosystems. The development of these lines of research implies not only looking at 

the organisational features of (rural) social enterprises but looking at these organisations 

within a wider (economic, social, political, natural, institutional and geographical) 
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environment. This research would need inter/transdisciplinary research teams from fields 

such as management, economics, sociology, geography, development, environmental 

sciences, political science, among others.  

More specifically for rural social enterprises, the usual community-based nature of 

these organisations; their tendency to focus on local and community development, provision 

of basic services and working integration and; their intrinsic relation with the social, 

economic, cultural and environmental nature of their places, suggest specific lines of further 

research for providing a further understanding of these organisations and support the 

formulation of evidence-based policy linked to social enterprises and their role in rural 

development.    

Policy recommendation: complement census data collection with 

inter/transdisciplinary and territorially focused research for a better understanding 

of (rural) social enterprises and formulation of evidence-based social enterprise 

policy. 

 

Research on rural social enterprises has shown the wide range of fields that these 

organisations cover. In this regard, despite the INSEP meant a milestone for the 

institutionalisation of the social enterprise sector, the cross-sectoral nature of social 

enterprises mean that social enterprises can and should be included within policies related to 

job creation/employment, trading, housing, education, climate change, rural development, 

etc. Good examples of this transversal character of social enterprises are provided by the 

social enterprises strategies developed by the Irish Prison Service, The Probation Service and 

the Department of Justice, i.e. “A New Way Forward – social enterprise strategy 2017 -2019” 

and “Working to Change: Social Enterprise and Employment Strategy 2021-2023”. Another 

good example and milestone for the institutional recognition of rural social enterprises is the 

inclusion of the social enterprise model in a number of chapters and policy objectives within 

Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 – 2025 (these are analysed in the following 

section in greater detail).  

However, when analysing the strategies of the Government related to different fields such 

as employment (Future Jobs Ireland Strategy 2019) and the community and voluntary sector 

(National Community and Voluntary Sector Strategy 2019 – 2024) it is observed a significant 

disparity of the relevance given to social enterprises within these two documents. On the one 

hand, within the Future Jobs Ireland Strategy 2019 there is only a brief mention to social 
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enterprises and INSEP within ‘Pillar 2. Improving SME Productivity’. More specifically this 

mention is within a deliverable of ‘Ambition 2.1: Diversify our enterprise base to ensure the 

Irish economy is more resilient and adaptable’, which states the commitment of the Irish 

Government to: “publish and commence implementation of a National Policy on Social 

Enterprise which will support the development of social enterprise as part of the wider 

entrepreneurship ecosystem” (Government of Ireland, 2019b, p. 40).  

Within this strategy social enterprises still occupy a very minor role, in comparison 

to other actors such as multi-nationals and SMEs, within the general ‘jobs/employment 

strategy’ and ‘business/entrepreneurship’ ecosystems. Nevertheless, the inclusion of a 

specific social enterprise policy objective within this strategy could be a first step towards the 

recognition of these organisations within mainstream jobs/employment strategies and 

business/entrepreneurial ecosystems. Due to the significant contribution of social 

enterprises to job creation, especially for those more distant to the labour market and for 

those living in more disadvantage areas, the role of these organisations should be further 

recognised and stress within employment/jobs policy documents.  

On the other hand, the National Community and Voluntary Sector Strategy 2019-2024, 

clearly includes several key aspects that can be transferred to the development of (rural) social 

enterprises (for example Objectives 1.3. and 4.1., as explained above). Moreover, within that 

document the contribution of social and community enterprises to local and community 

development is widely acknowledged both in the main text and with the inclusion of 

examples (case studies) which are explicitly recognised as social enterprises.  

Policy recommendation: reinforce the alignment and inclusion of social enterprises 

as a transversal element in other policies and strategies, and, lobby for the 

recognition of social enterprises within mainstream job/employment strategies 

and the entrepreneurship/business ecosystem. 

 

Finally, due to the territorial diversity of social enterprises and the importance of the context 

for the work of (rural) social enterprises, the INSEP should acknowledge this geographical 

heterogeneity and adopt measures that balance territorial disparities in terms of access to 

resources, workforce, markets, decision-making. This territorial diversity should go beyond 

a clear cut between urban and rural territories but acknowledge the internal heterogeneity 

within these categories, therefore adopting a place-based approach to social enterprises in 

line with Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 – 2025.   
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Policy recommendation: include a territorial dimension, place-based approach, 

within INSEP; establishing balanced measures for those social enterprises based 

and operating in disadvantage communities and territories. 

 

Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 – 2025, and Social 

Enterprises 

The publication by the Irish Government of Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 

(ORF) 2021 – 2025 sets an ambitious plan for the development of rural communities in 

economic, social and environmental terms. ORF further reinforces the institutionalisation of 

rural social enterprises in Ireland as these organisations are acknowledged as “an important 

part of local economies in rural areas” (Government of Ireland, 2021, p. 40) and social 

enterprises are included within a number of the 150 policy measures set up by this policy.  

Beyond this explicit recognition, it is important to note that the principles 

underpinning ORF, i.e. people-centred, sustainable, participative and inclusive, integrated, 

progressive and rural-urban interdependence, are in line with the key elements featured by 

rural social enterprises as neo-endogenous development actors as presented in section 3 of 

this report. The stress within ORF of promoting an integrated place-based approach to rural 

development, in line with the OECD Policy Rural 3.0. and with the Sustainable Development 

Goals, and the aim of “empower rural communities to design and deliver responses to meet 

local needs” (Government of Ireland, 2021, p. 9) situate rural social enterprises as potential 

key stakeholders that can contribute to the general goals established by ORF.  

The following paragraphs analyse how each of the ORF chapters and their policy measures 

are, or can be, related to social enterprises based and operating within Irish rural areas, 

moreover, specific policy recommendations are proposed to harness and unlock the potential 

of these organisations to contribute to the aims of ORF.  

Optimising Digital Connectivity 

ORF places a great emphasis on rollout the National Broadband Plan, enhancing the digital 

connectivity and in turn remote working possibilities within Irish rural areas. These measures 

can have a great impact for stakeholders based and operating in rural areas, including rural 

based social enterprises, as they can open a suite of opportunities related to connectivity 

which tend to be a challenge, especially for remote rural areas.  
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Despite that within this chapter of ORF no policy measures are specifically directed towards 

social enterprises, policy measure 6. ‘Invest significantly in remote working facilities to 

support the retention of skilled people in rural communities and attract mobile talent to rural 

areas’ can represent an opportunity for rural social enterprises to engage highly-skilled 

workers in form of volunteers and/or staff. Moreover, the retention and/or attraction of 

these people can also enhance (social) innovation and entrepreneurship within rural areas, 

thus contributing to unlock the potential of rural social enterprises. On the other hand, it is 

also worth noting that in some occasions the retention, and especially the attraction, of 

highly-skilled workers to rural areas can bring challenges associated with counter-

urbanisation processes such as the increasing of housing prices or the integration of 

newcomers within the local community. Some of these processes could impact vulnerable 

populations within rural areas, such as low-income families or the elder, targeted by social 

enterprises.   

Furthermore, policy measure 7. ‘Provide financial support to Local Authorities to bring 

vacant properties in town centres back into use as Remote Working Hubs’ can mean in 

principle a boost for rural social enterprises. However, many rural communities within 

Ireland lack suitable premises (building, land) to host community activities and basic services. 

In this sense, it is important that the use of vacant or derelict properties in favour of 

developing remote working hubs for private individuals and businesses is not at expense of 

spaces that can be used for community purposes and basic services, thus reducing 

community and social life in favour of (only) economic growth. This report would like to 

stress the significance of an aim included within ORF which states that these remote working 

hubs will also be “made available for community-based activities” (Government of Ireland, 

2021, p. 33). In this sense, remote working hubs could follow a social enterprise business 

model in which profit from hiring spaces to private individuals and businesses are reinvested 

in community activities and basic services for the local population and in which social, 

economic and environmental aims are combined for an integrated place-based development.  
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Policy recommendation: the optimisation of digital connectivity, in terms of 

broadband connection and remote working, represents an opportunity to unlock 

the potential of social enterprises enhancing their connectivity and providing 

opportunities for engaging highly skilled workers. However, challenges associated 

with counter-urbanisation, e.g. migration of high skilled workers from cities to 

rural dwellers, and the use of limited public/community spaces should be 

considered to balance the socio-economic impact of digitalisation processes17 

 

Supporting Employment and Careers in Rural Areas 

This chapter of ORF represents a milestone for the institutional recognition of social 

enterprises as rural development actors. Social enterprises are explicitly highlighted under the 

section ‘SMEs and SEs’. The section stresses the relevance of social enterprises for rural local 

economies and the key role of the INSEP for the growth and development of social 

enterprises and for increasing their “social, economic and environmental impact, and 

contribute to jobs and local economies” (Government of Ireland, 2021, p. 41).  

Within that section social enterprises are noted to play a key role in “filling the gaps 

in markets that are not attractive to commercially focused companies due to low populations 

densities or economies of scale” (Government of Ireland, 2021, p. 40). Research shows that 

this is an important role that rural social enterprises tend to play. However, studies on rural 

social enterprises also demonstrate that these organisations do much more than filling market 

failures. Rural social enterprises are often innovative organisations that provide new services 

and products previously inexistent, adding value to a wide range of usually previously 

untapped resources (human, social, cultural, economic, environmental) for the benefit of 

their communities. These services and products and the way of working of rural social 

enterprises contribute to a multi-dimensional impact and the integrated development of rural 

areas.  

Rural social enterprises are characterised by different aims, values and ways of 

working from typical market actors, thus these organisations represent an added value for 

rural areas rather than just a substitute of market actors within non commercially viable 

                                                           
17 See for example DESIRA (Digitisation: Economic and Social Impacts in Rural Areas), whose main aim is 
to improve the capacity of society and political bodies to respond to the challenges that digitalisation 
generates in agriculture, forestry and rural areas. (https://desira2020.eu/ ) 
This policy recommendation also applies for the section ‘Impact of Digital Connectivity’ (Government of 
Ireland, 2021, pp. 39-40) within the chapter Supporting Employment and Careers in Rural Areas.  

https://desira2020.eu/
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places. In addition, research also shows than in certain places these organisations are in 

charge of core functions of rural communities/villages, such as housing, institutional 

connectivity, provision of education, eldercare, infrastructure, and that they work in a way 

that genuinely contribute to an integrated place-based rural development. As previously 

stated, it is key to promote research to understand how these organisations specifically work 

and contribute to their territories (economically, socially, environmentally, culturally, etc.) in 

order to explain the real contribution of social enterprises to rural territories.  

Besides the specific section devoted to social enterprises, other sections within this chapter 

related to tourism and the green economy also stress the relevance of delivering sustainable 

tourism, community renewable energy and circular economy solutions. These sections 

reinforce the potential role of social enterprises as rural development actors as this type of 

initiatives are usually implemented following a (community-based) social enterprise model 

which combine economic with social and environmental aims.  

On the other hand, the section ‘Growing Regional Employment’ with this chapter of ORF 

address mainstream forms of employment. The section focuses on institutions and actors 

such as Enterprise Ireland, businesses, exporting companies, entrepreneurs, micro-

enterprises and SMEs and in the significance of “strengthen the links between SMEs, 

multinational corporations and the third-level sector in the regions” (Government of Ireland, 

2021, p. 38). As previously stated in the analysis of the Future Jobs Ireland Strategy 2019, 

social enterprises (and more widely third sector organisations) are scarcely mentioned within 

mainstream employment/jobs sections, thus not being recognised as equals partners to other 

actors in this regard.  

In terms of specific policy measures within ORF ‘Supporting Employment and Careers in 

Rural Areas’ chapter, some directly target social enterprises: 

30. ‘Deliver a suite of new measures to support the development of Social Enterprises 

in rural areas to increase their social, economic and environmental impact and 

contribute to job creation locally’; 

31. ‘Expand the use of socially responsible public procurement contracts, where 

feasible, which will incentivise the engagement of social enterprises and Circular 

Economy organisations’ and;  
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37. ‘Develop a pilot bicycle up-cycling initiative to support employment creation, to 

harness the potential of investment in greenways and to support the development of 

the social enterprise business model’. 

Whereas policy measure 30 is more directed towards local development and job creation, 

policy measures 31 and 37 align with environmental measures which seems to be a promising 

but rather unlocked and under-researched field for rural social enterprises.  

Besides, policy measure 45. ‘Through the National Disability Inclusion Strategy, develop 

initiatives to improve employment opportunities for people with disabilities living in rural 

areas, including through remote working options’, represents an opportunity for those rural 

social enterprises working towards the working integration of people with disabilities, i.e. 

some WISEs. Moreover, policy measures 26. ‘Maximise our resources and strengths in the 

Green Economy to support employment opportunities for rural communities in areas such 

as renewable energy, sustainable tourism, energy retrofitting, the Bioeconomy and the 

Circular Economy’ and; policy measure 34. ‘Publish an interim Action Plan for Sustainable 

Tourism which will identify actions which can be taken in the short-term to promote 

sustainable tourism’ can also represent potential opportunities for rural social enterprises 

operating within the environmental and tourism sectors as both measures acknowledge the 

importance of combining economic and environmental goals, fitting with the social 

enterprise model. 

Finally, due to their contribution to local rural employment, social enterprises could be 

potentially added to two policy measures directed to regional employment, i.e. 21. ‘Develop 

and implement a set of nine new Regional Enterprise Plans to support enterprise 

development and jobs growth in the regions’ and policy measure 28. ‘Develop an overarching 

Clustering Policy and Framework to advance strong and effective clustering and links 

between SMEs, multinational corporations and the third-level sector’. The inclusion of social 

enterprises within these measures would place these organisations as relatively equal partners 

with for-profit business/enterprises (multinationals and SMEs) in terms of employment 

creation in rural areas.  
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Policy recommendations:  

- harness the increasing institutional recognition of social enterprises as 

rural development actors by launching a suite of measures that unlock the 

potential of rural social enterprises 

- reinforce the role of research to provide evidence of the real contributions 

(impacts) of social enterprises to rural areas, beyond filling market gaps 

- promote the (community-based) social enterprise model in the 

environmental sector, e.g. community renewable energy, circular 

economy, due to its potential to multi-dimensional impact/integrated 

place-based development  

- lobby for the recognition of rural social enterprises within mainstream 

employment policy measures 

 

Revitalising Rural Towns and Villages 

This chapter of ORF stresses the importance of revitalizing Irish towns and villages, 

especially by using untapped resources available within rural communities through 

community-led initiatives that can bring life to these communities. Research on rural social 

enterprises have demonstrated the capacity of these organisations to add value to 

underutilised buildings and land and to transform them for the use and benefit of the 

community, thus their potential to contribute to the ‘Town Centre First Principle’ stated 

within this chapter. Moreover, research has shown that the way of working of rural social 

enterprises is much in line with the principles of ‘Smart Towns and Villages’, i.e. “take stock 

of all local assets and use them to capitalize emerging opportunities” (Government of 

Ireland, 2021, p. 51).  

These aims within the ORF can make rural social enterprises key contributors to 

policy objectives, however, many rural social enterprises members (staff and volunteers) lack 

the digital skills to harness all technological potential and requirements for the 

implementation of these types of projects. In this regard, focus on digital training and 

upskilling of rural social enterprises members, and, strategic planning to incorporate younger 

generations within rural social enterprises to provide more fresh insights in the use of digital 

technology would be of much value for unlocking the potential contributions of these 

organisations.  
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Included within this chapter is one specific policy measure that directly targets social 

enterprises, i.e. 63. ‘Examine the establishment of a Community Ownership Fund to help 

community groups and social enterprises buy or take over local community assets at risk of 

being lost, to run as community-owned businesses’. As research shows the complex 

combinations of resources which rural social enterprises develop to fund infrastructure 

projects can be supported and facilitated with this community ownership fund, for which 

implementation could be highly relevant for unlocking the potential of rural social 

enterprises.  

Furthermore, as in the previous chapter, some policy measures are in line with a social 

enterprise model and represent potential opportunities for rural social enterprises operating 

especially in the housing and local and community development sectors. The policy measures 

are: 

56. ‘Engage the Approved Housing Bodies with responsibility for housing for older 

people to develop accommodation in town centres more suited for those with 

reduced mobility’; 

57. ‘Expand the Town and Village Renewal Scheme as an enabler to bring vacant and 

derelict buildings and sites back into use as multi-purpose spaces and for residential 

occupancy’; 

62. ‘Identify potential State owned properties in rural towns and villages which can 

be used for community purposes’. 

Finally, due to their innovative character and strong local focus, rural social enterprises can 

be key stakeholders in contributing to policy measure 68. ‘Support the development of Smart 

Towns and Villages which use innovative solutions to improve resilience, build on local 

strengths and maximise opportunities to create desirable places for people to live and work’. 

Policy recommendation: harness the innovative and community-based character 

of rural social enterprises by recognising and including these organisations as key 

stakeholders for achieving the overall aim of revitalising rural town and villages 

and by enhancing a (community-based) social enterprise model for delivering 

‘Town Centre Frist Principle’ and ‘Smart Towns and Villages’ 
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Enhancing Participation, Leadership and Resilience in Rural Communities 

This chapter of ORF seeks to promote rural development through participative and 

democratic decision-making, enhancing leadership of rural residents and resilience of rural 

communities. Research shows that rural social enterprises tend to be democratic and 

participatory organisations, which enhance open/democratic and collective leadership for 

the good functioning of the organisations. Moreover, these organisations show high levels 

of resourcefulness and resilience within resource constraint environments. These features 

show the potential of rural social enterprises to contribute to the main aims of this chapter.  

Within this chapter, the section ‘Participative Structures for Young People’ states that  

“consultations carried out in the development of this policy also pointed to the 

particular importance of young people for the future sustainability and growth of 

rural communities in the longer term. Their opportunity to make a meaningful 

contribution to their local community could be a decisive factor in determining 

whether or not they continue to live in a rural area. Through this policy, the delivery 

of mentoring and training for community leaders, with a focus on 18-25 year olds, 

will assist in building future community leadership capacity” (Government of Ireland, 

2021, p. 55).  

Research shows that the inclusion of youngsters as staff, volunteers and decision-makers 

within rural social enterprises is uncommon. In this sense, ORF could incentivise this issue 

by:  

- funding projects following a social enterprise model directly targeted to this cohort 

(youngsters), e.g. community youth cafés, youth social innovation contests within 

rural areas, etc., 

- incentivising students work placements, undergraduate and masters’ projects 

within rural social enterprises, 

- providing mentoring and training programmes directed to young community 

leaders, innovators and social entrepreneurs within rural areas (this is recognized 

in ORF), 

- showcasing, through social media especially, social enterprises projects run by 

young people living in rural areas.  

In terms of specific policy measures, within this chapter one directly addresses social 

enterprises, i.e. 69. ‘Refine and build on a range of programmes to support communities, 

voluntary organisations, social enterprises and charities to build their resilience and enhance 

their impact in the aftermath of COVID-19’.  



64 
 

The ‘COVID-19 Social Enterprise Regeneration Programme’ established and funded 

by the DRCD in July 2021 and to be delivered by consortia of Local Development 

Companies represents an example of the development of policy measure 69. According to 

the fund criteria, each LDCs consortium can receive up to 80,000€ (in total approx. 900,000€ 

in total for the 12 consortia established) and the main activities of the fund relate to training 

and mentoring for social enterprises members.  

On the one hand, the programme will undoubtedly benefit some social enterprises 

and the way of delivering through LDCs seems appropriate to maximize the impact and 

effectiveness of the funds. However, as well as any other businesses, social enterprises have 

been deeply affected by the COVID-19 crisis. These organisations are in need of supports 

related to cash flow, loans, technology update, digitalisation, beyond training which can even 

represent an overburden in terms of time for already often overburden staff and volunteers 

who run and participate in social enterprises. The nature of this programme reinforces the 

previously mentioned idea that social enterprises are entering in Government discourse and 

programmes funding but they are not recognised as an equal partner to other stakeholders, 

e.g. SMEs, business.  

 

Besides the abovementioned policy measure (69) which directly target social enterprises, 

others within this chapter can also contribute to unlock the potential of rural social 

enterprises. These include: 

70. ‘Implement the National Volunteering Strategy 2021-2025, which will support 

both volunteers and community-based organisations in rural areas and nationwide’;  

74. ‘Build capacity for community development through provision of 

mentoring/training for community development leaders, with a particular focus on 

young people between the ages of 18 and 25’; 

75. ‘Provide additional supports to assist community and voluntary groups to develop 

projects and access available funds – including by streamlining of grant applications’. 

76. ‘Develop a single information portal to provide a funding roadmap on the 

range of programmes and schemes available across Government for rural and 

community development’. 

Of special importance for rural social enterprises, due to their dependence on paid staff 

coming from ALMPs, is policy measure 79. ‘Increase the number of places on the Rural 
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Social Scheme, TÚS and Community Employment to support rural communities’. As stated 

in the analysis of the INSEP, these ALMPs are key for rural social enterprises, representing 

the main paid workforce for many of these organisations. However, rural social enterprises 

can find it challenging to find people to fill positions, especially those operating within 

structurally weak rural regions and/or in periods of low unemployment. Moreover, the great 

rotation of staff from ALMPs also pose a challenge to the stability of activities/services 

delivered by rural social enterprise and the low-qualified workers recruited through these 

programmes also presents some limitations in terms of social enterprises operational needs.  

Finally, policy measures 80. ‘Support the development of social innovation as a means of 

addressing pressing social challenges’, and 85. ‘Empower local communities and enhance 

community health and wellbeing by supporting heritage, arts, cultural activities and other 

activities to tackle social issues such as cohesion, rural isolation and mental health’ can also 

represent potential opportunities for rural social enterprises due to their socially innovative 

character and their contributions to social and mental wellbeing. 

Policy recommendations: 

- harness the participatory, democratic and resourcefulness nature of rural 

social enterprises to contribute to the main aim of this chapter  

- incentivise/promote the inclusion of youngsters within rural social 

enterprises through specific projects, contests, placements, directed to 

this cohort and through increasing the visibility of these organisations 

within up-to-date social media channels  

- strength existing ALMPs and include/expand others for example 

(partially) subsidising highly-skilled workers within social enterprises 

working in disadvantage communities and/or running ‘quasi-public’ 

services 

- extend business related supports for enhancing the resilience and post 

COVID recovery of rural social enterprises  

- harness and reinforce the potential of rural social enterprises to contribute 

to social innovation and to social inclusion, community health and 

wellbeing 
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Enhancing Public Services in Rural Ireland 

This chapter of ORF promotes access to quality public services, related to housing, 

education, childcare, health, safety and security, post office network, transportation and Irish 

language services, within rural areas. Research on rural social enterprises shows how these 

organisations have been key partners of public institutions/authorities in the delivery of basic 

public services in rural areas where these were not implemented previously, have been lost 

or were under pressure but also in their capacity to deliver new type of (public) services. The 

collaborations between public institutions and rural social enterprises include the 

development and management of social housing; community childcares; adult education, 

community-based nursing/homecare/eldercare; community transport; community centres; 

parks; walks; etc.  

Where these basic (public) services are not directly provided by Government/Public 

Authorities, a sustained (long-term) partnership/collaboration should be agreed between the 

public institutions and the social enterprises which deliver the services for enhancing their 

long-term planning capacity and, in turn, the quality of the services. Short-term contracts add 

uncertainty to the services and reduce planning capacity for social enterprises, challenging 

their sustainability and risking the quality of the services. These rural social enterprises are 

providing many services to rural populations which are usually run by public authorities in 

larger towns and cities, e.g. parks, walks, community and leisure centres. Besides 

acknowledging the public duty of these organisations within rural areas, the contracts 

established between social enterprises and public institutions should include overheads for 

the functioning of the services in terms of building maintenance, staff recruiting, PR-

marketing, etc.; recognising the public nature of the services.  

As rural social enterprises reinvest their profits/surpluses obtained (if any) through 

their services in their activities and have an asset lock, these organisations operate  in some 

ways similarly to a public institution/enterprise; however, their proximity to end users and 

knowledge of local needs make these organisations relevant partners to implement some 

public services following an aim of good value for money. Nevertheless, these organisations 

need to be appropriately resourced to deliver high quality services to users and to preserve 

the mental wellbeing and health of their members.   

Within this chapter a number of policy measures, especially measures 90 to 94 can unlock 

the potential of rural social enterprises in fields such as housing; transportation; post; 

community pubs – community hubs.  
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Policy recommendations:  

- recognition of rural social enterprises as key partners of public 

institutions/authorities in the delivery of some public services within 

rural areas. 

- appropriate resourcing of rural social enterprises performing a public 

duty with long-term contracts which include overheads in order to 

enhance stability, long-term planning capacity; thus the sustainability 

and quality of the services provided. 

 

Transitioning to a Climate Neutral Society 

This chapter of ORF seeks to support a Just Transition for rural communities to a 

sustainable, climate neutral economy and society. In order to achieve this aim, the chapter 

stresses the importance of ‘Engaging with communities’, as  

“engaging with communities will be key to ensuring a just and successful transition 

to a climate neutral future. Empowering individuals and communities to take local 

action will require support, including the provision of training and initiatives to 

enable local and community-based low-carbon development. Existing community 

structures have the potential to mobilise, engage and support rural communities to 

reduce carbon emissions” (Government of Ireland, 2021, pp. 71 -72).  

This can represent a significant opportunity for applying a community-based social enterprise 

model when pursuing a climate neutral society together with a place-based integrated rural 

development. Moreover, the ORF recognises the significant role of the Sustainable Energy 

Communities programme which “involves local communities directly in how energy is used 

for the benefit of their community as a whole.” (Government of Ireland, 2021, p. 74).  

Hence, the ORF emphasises the role of community-led initiatives to achieve the aim 

of transitioning to a climate neutral society which is not only favourable in environmental 

terms but also socially just. In this regard, due to their usual community-based and integrated 

aims, rural social enterprises can represent key stakeholders to achieve these transitions. 

While research on transition to climate neutral society and climate change tend to be 

multidisciplinary and it is relatively advanced, this research is usually led by a focus on 

environmental and technological challenges and solutions to it. However, research on 

different business and organisational models, including (community-based) social enterprise 

model to deliver this transition, the importance of the engagement of rural communities 

(beyond individuals) in the implementation of business and socio-economic models that lead 
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to this transition are scarce, thus representing promising avenues for research and advancing 

policy measures in this area.  

Within this chapter are included some specific policy measures with potential to unlock the 

role of environmental rural social enterprises working in the field of renewable energies, i.e.:  

110. ‘Enable community energy to play a role in reaching the target of generating 

at least 70% of electricity through renewables by 2030, through supports such as a 

Community Benefit fund and a community category within the Renewable 

Electricity Support Scheme’  

112. ‘Expand the Sustainable Energy Communities Network from 500 to 1,500 by 

2030, to support local communities to be directly involved in energy projects’.   

Policy recommendation:  

- harness the integrated, place-based, innovative and community-based 

character of rural social enterprises for enhancing a just transition of rural 

communities to a climate neutral society.  

- support research on the ways and implications of (community-based) 

social enterprise model for the just transition towards a climate neutral 

economy and society 

 

Supporting the Sustainability of Agriculture, the Marine & Forestry and Supporting 

the Sustainability of our Islands and Coastal Communities 

ORF seeks to support the sustainability of primary sector activities key for the development 

of rural areas such as agriculture and farming, fishing and forestry and the sustainability of 

Irish island and coastal communities. Within these chapters, the section on ‘Ensuring Long 

Term, Equitable Involvement in Agriculture’ states that  

“the success of the CAP funded European Innovation Partnerships (EIP-Agri), 

which deliver novel solutions to challenges facing the Irish agri-food sector and the 

rural economy, demonstrates the very real benefit of bottom-up locally-led 

innovative solutions. There is potential for extension of this model to address other 

issues of concern to rural areas. Similarly, the European Commission’s Living Labs 

initiative encourages exploring place-based innovations, adopting socio-ecological 

approaches and circularity in primary production, food and biobased systems.” 

(Government of Ireland, 2021, pp. 80 – 81).  
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This can represent an opportunity for community-based social enterprises which adopt 

place-based innovation and socio-ecological approaches.  

In this line, policy measure 122. ‘Encourage and support Local Authorities to expand the 

number of farmers’ markets, farm shops and food emporiums, and support the formation 

of community-owned markets in all towns, showcasing local food produce from local 

farmers, growers, and food producers’, represents an opportunity for the development of 

community-owned food and artisan markets which tend to follow a social enterprise model. 

Moreover, policy measures 139. ‘Explore the potential for community-based enterprise hubs 

on islands not under the remit of Údarás na Gaeltachta’, can represent an opportunity for 

community based social enterprises operating within these areas.  

Policy recommendation: support community-based social enterprises models in 

the farming, agriculture, fishing and forestry sectors and for islands and coastal 

communities due to their potential to contribute to sustainable development. 

Implementation of the Policy 

The analysis of the previous chapters of the ORF has shown the synergies between ORF’s 

specific policy measures and their contribution to unlock the potential of social enterprises 

as rural development actors. However, these links are not only to specific policy measures 

and priorities, what is more significant is that the main synergy between ORF and rural social 

enterprises is based on the share of the premise that “an integrated and holistic place-based 

approach can contribute to the economic, social and environmental sustainability of rural 

areas and to the wellbeing of its people” (Government of Ireland, 2021, p. 93).  

Research on rural social enterprises presented within this report clearly demonstrate the 

connection between rural social enterprises’ work and the principles of neo-endogenous rural 

development, which advocates for a place-based integrated development based on the 

collaboration between different stakeholders within multi-governance frameworks. In this 

regard, rural social enterprises can act as one of the key stakeholders to deliver the aims of 

ORF, in conjunction with other actors such as public authorities/institutions, for-profit 

businesses, especially local SMEs, third sector organisations, including within the latter 

community and voluntary organisations. This collaborative approach is stressed by the ORF 

in its implementation policy chapter which states that “the integrated approach to rural 

development builds on the model of the Rural Regeneration and Development Fund which 
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encourages a collaborative approach to delivering ambitious projects of scale that support 

rural development” (Government of Ireland, 2021, p. 94).  

While the collaborative approach is a necessary condition for an integrated rural 

development, it is also important to be mindful about the question of scale. Solutions 

contributing to an integrated place-based development be characterised by being tailor made 

to the needs of a specific area but also by presenting a potential adaptability into the specific 

needs and conditions of other (similar) rural areas.  

The question of scale within collaborative projects is reflected in policy measure 147. 

‘Support rural communities to develop long-term cohesive Master Plans for their areas, to 

support an integrated place-based approach to rural development (aligned with the RSESs, 

County Development Plans, Local Development Plans and relevant national, regional and 

local policy objectives)’. Research on rural social enterprises aimed at local and community 

development demonstrate that processes of community planning, usually conducted 

together with partners such as LDCs or Universities, have been key for the establishment of 

cohesive and inclusive long-term goals that guide (some of) the activities of the rural social 

enterprises, providing them with legitimation within the community and towards funding 

bodies and enhancing integrated place-based development projects. The abovementioned 

policy measure can mean a significant boost for promoting an integrated development within 

rural areas. However, important questions remain unclear such as how are these masters 

plans complementary from the Local Economic and Community Plans or County 

Development Plans; how are they different in scale, if they are more locally focused, and feed 

these broader plans and; questions about who will guide, develop and implement these 

master plans.  

Finally, policy measure 149. ‘Support new research into rural development priorities, 

including in collaboration with Higher Education Institutions and other research funders and 

research organisations’ can also represent a significant measure to unlock the potential of 

rural social enterprises. This report has shown how rural social enterprises clearly contribute 

to an integrated development of rural areas by enhancing local and community development, 

working integration of vulnerable groups and present great potential in other areas such as 

the circular and bio-based economy. Research on these areas can enhance evidence-based 

policymaking within this emergent and promising research and policy field.   
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Policy recommendations: 

- harness the potential of rural social enterprises to contribute to ORF main 

aim of integrated place-based development of rural areas. 

- support (local) community-led masters plans within rural communities, 

supported by LDCs/Universities, that can feed broader Local Economic 

and Community Plans or County Development Plans. 

- support research funding in rural social enterprises, especially in fields 

related to local and community development, working integration, 

collaborative governance and community-based bio-based and circular 

economy solutions, to implement evidence-based policy-making in 

further rural development and social enterprises policies. 
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5. Conclusion 

Social enterprises have been increasingly recognised during the last two decades by 

researchers, practitioners and policymakers as actors with the capacity to contribute to tackle 

key challenges that European and Irish society are facing such as an increasing ageing 

population, climate change, unbalance regional development, outmigration of the youth and 

highly skilled population from rural to urban areas. The launched in 2019 of Ireland’s first 

National Social Enterprise Policy and the inclusion of social enterprises within different 

policy objectives of Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 – 2025 are clear signs 

of this increasing recognition at Irish policy level, these documents representing an important 

milestone for the institutionalisation of the social enterprise sector.  

Despite social enterprises are widespread across urban and rural areas, different reports have 

shown the great relevance and numbers of social enterprises within rural areas. Our 

systematic literature review of studies on social enterprises operating within European rural 

areas show how these organisations create impact on multiple dimensions of development 

(environmental, socio-economic, health/wellbeing), usually in a concurrent manner. 

Moreover, rural social enterprises have been characterised by their resourcefulness and 

(social) innovation capacity due to their combination of a strong local focus and the 

development of external relations which in turn allow these organisations to mobilise a wide 

range of resources. These resources are combined through resourcefulness processes to 

develop new solutions for the challenges face by rural communities. Furthermore, rural social 

enterprises show an intrinsic relation with the rural contexts in which they are based and 

operate, thus policy, socio-economic and geographical aspects associated with these contexts 

play an important role in the emergence and work of these organisations.     

These characteristics suggest rural social enterprise as actors that contribute to a neo-

endogenous rural development. This approach to rural development advocates for an 

integrated place-based development in which solutions for specific rural areas/communities 

should be tailor made to their needs and are mainly based on the valorisation of (untapped) 

local resources. However, from this approach it is also recognised the relevance of external 

links and supports for the development of these solutions and the influence of external 

factors in the challenges of local rural communities. Therefore, from a neo-endogenous 

approach different actors, such as government and public institutions, for-profit businesses 

and third sector organisations, including social enterprises, can play a key role in rural 

development.  
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This report presents a further investigation of these links between Irish rural social 

enterprises and this kind of rural development through the analysis of semi-structured 

interviews with a wide range of social enterprises and rural development stakeholders. From 

this analysis eight key elements which links Irish rural social enterprises with neo-endogenous 

development have been identified, i.e. sustainable and inclusive development; translation of 

general trends into locally-focused solutions and business opportunities; interrelation 

between their projects; added value to previously untapped local resources; combination of 

a wide range of monetary and non-monetary resources; collaborative relations with cross-

sectoral and multi-scalar actors; open/democratic and collective leadership and; need of a 

diversified skills portfolio. These confirm the capacity and potential of rural social enterprises 

to contribute, through social entrepreneurship and innovation processes, to an integrated 

place-based development of Irish rural areas within multi-governance frameworks.  

However, the long-term sustainability and impact of the services and products 

developed by rural social enterprises and the emergence of new solutions and new social 

enterprises that can contribute to an integrated place-based development will not only 

depend on the work of the organisations themselves but also on the broader ecosystems in 

which they operate. In this regard specific policies that harness and unlock their potential are 

essential for the former to happen.  

Based on the previous findings and on the analysis of the National Social Enterprise Policy 

2019 - 2022 and Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021- 2025, this report aims 

to contribute to the implementation and further development of Irish policy in these fields. 

Our policy recommendations points towards the need for complementarity between, on the 

one hand, a strong, cohesive and clear discourse on the unique features and impacts of (rural) 

social enterprises; with, on the other hand, one which highlights the complexity associated 

with managing  the  diversity of social enterprises both in terms of fields of action/activities 

and territorial presence. This calls for equity measures within social enterprise (and rural 

development) policies which should target those social enterprises operating in disadvantage 

territories, e.g. remote and structurally weak rural areas, and to those providing ‘quasi-public’ 

(collective18) and/or otherwise non-existing basic services and developing basic 

                                                           
18 According to Nyssens and Petrella (2015), 

“the type of production stemming from social and solidarity economy organizations [including 
SEs] can be described, in many cases, as “quasi-collective” goods and services: childcare services, 
social integration through economic activity, short-circuit cooperatives, social finance, etc. In 
addition to the direct benefits for the users, these initiatives simultaneously generate benefits 
for the collectivity as a whole (a better functioning labor market, social cohesion, local 
development, public health, sustainable development, etc.). These goods or services are 
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infrastructures. Hence, it is recommended that the National Social Enterprise policy include 

a territorial place-based approach in line with Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 

2021 – 2025.  

Moreover, rural social enterprises have shown their great capacity and potential to 

develop innovative community-led solutions specially in fields such as local and community 

development, work integration or the provision of (basic) services and infrastructure. It is 

recommended that policy supports specific measures for social enterprises operating within 

these fields assuring their long-term sustainability and trying to unlock their potential for 

achieving a greater impact. However, it is recommended that policy also enhances the 

development of social enterprise models in more emergent fields such as those of the circular 

and bio-based economy or artificial intelligence.  

The increasing acknowledgement, institutionalisation and expectations around (rural) 

social enterprises in Ireland needs to be accompanied with funding and technical supports in 

line with those developed for other actors such as community and voluntary organisations 

and for-profit businesses. Beyond training and mentoring in aspects such as business 

development/strategies, PR, marketing, community engagement or democratic leadership; 

the complexity of the projects accomplished and the ‘quasi-public’ nature of many of the 

services developed by social enterprises in rural areas call for a sustainable and adequate 

funding, for example a partial subsidisation, of highly qualified staff (e.g. managers) besides 

the workers from ALMPs.  

Furthermore, it is recommended to strengthen the links between research, practice 

and policymaking by creating a robust evidence-base that assesses and shows the actual 

impact of (rural) social enterprises and deepens our understanding of the work of (rural) 

social enterprises – especially in fields such as local development, work integration, provision 

of basic services or the circular economy. This can play a key role on advancing evidence-

based policy formulation, design more tailor made supports for social enterprises and on 

increasing the potential  of social enterprises to be included as a specific transversal topic 

across different sectoral policies, e.g. housing, employment, environment, eldercare.  

This report has shown how the characteristics of rural social enterprises concur with Our 

Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 - 2025 main aim of delivering an integrated 

place-based development in Irish rural areas, and with a number of principles included within 

that policy, e.g. participatory, community-led, inclusive, sustainable, innovative, Smart Towns 

                                                           
described as quasi-collective because while the user and his/her consumption can be clearly 
identified, the benefits created are collective” (Nyssens and Petrella, 2015, p. 183). 
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and Villages. This makes rural social enterprises potential key players for rural development. 

However, it is important to note that the effective work of rural social enterprises depends 

on the broader environment/ecosystems where they operate and in the establishment of 

governance frameworks that enhance collaboration between rural social enterprises and 

other stakeholders.  

Hence, we acknowledge that social enterprises are not a panacea for the solutions to 

rural challenges but one of the stakeholders that contribute to rural development, however, 

rural social enterprises can provide exemplary lessons and be one of the leading actors in 

fostering an integrated and place-based rural development that is social and territorially just, 

environmentally sustainable and economically viable. This, however, would need a strong 

and continued commitment from Government in terms of implementing ambitious 

measures that could have a long-term impact on the sector and from the support and back 

up of society to the type of development promoted by these organisations. It seems that 

momentum is building upon these two, and it is a question of time to see how the role of 

social enterprises evolve and impact in rural Ireland.     
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Rural development approaches/models.  

Three main approaches towards the development of rural areas can be identified within 

European policy and academic thinking from mid-20th century, i.e. exogenous, endogenous 

and neo-endogenous, see Table 5 (Gkartzios and Lowe, 2019). 

Exogenous rural development 

The exogenous model of rural development is represented by top-down sectoral policies led by 

external experts, actors and forces for development (Shucksmith, 2010; Gkartzios and Scott, 

2014). According to this model of rural development the main function of rural areas is the 

provision of food and other primary materials to ever expanding urban areas and 

development is solely conceived in terms of economic growth. The exogenous model is 

characterised by its focus on productivism, enhancing economies of scale through agriculture 

industrialisation and specialisation (van der Ploeg et al., 2000). The major problems of rural 

areas are conceived in terms of their low productivity and peripherality. Hence, modernising 

farming and agriculture production, attracting external firms to rural areas and investing in 

transportation and communications that link rural and urban areas are the priorities in order 

to foster the development of rural areas (Lowe, 1998 in Gkartzios and Lowe, 2019).  

While the exogenous model has meant the increased agriculture productivity, greater 

employment rates and the development of infrastructure in some rural areas (Woods, 2005 

in Gkartzios and Lowe, 2019), this model of rural development has been criticised for 

creating a dependency culture of rural areas and their population towards government 

subsidies and detaching decision-making from local actors thus creating democratic deficit; 

for promoting namely agriculture, while neglecting other relevant activities within rural areas, 

especially those related to non-economic aspects; and; for promoting rather one-fits all 

solutions thus being unable to tackle the specific problems of different rural communities 

(Ward et al., 2005; OECD, 2006; Shucksmith, 2010). 

Endogenous rural development 

During the 1980s and 1990s, a new approach towards rural development entered within the 

EU policy discourse and practice, the so called endogenous approach to rural development 

focused on the implementation of bottom-up initiatives that are associated with a 

participatory nature, thus involving the local population in the identification of the needs and 

in decision making (Ray, 2000). 
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Table 5. Rural development approaches/models 

 

 Exogenous  Endogenous  Neo-endogenous  

Key principle 
Sectoral approach. 
Economies of scale and 
concentration.  

Territorial approach. 
Harnessing local (natural, human, 
cultural) resources for sustainable 
development.  

Territorial approach.  
Maximising the value of local resources, but also 
competing for extra-local people, resources, skills 
and capital. 

Dynamic 
Force 

Urban growth poles (main 
drivers of rural development 
emanate from outside rural 
areas) 

Local initiative and enterprise 
Networks of local actors connected to external 
influences. Multi-scalar and multi-sectoral 
governance arrangements.  The state is a facilitator. 

Function of 
Rural Areas 

Provision of food and other 
primary products to urban areas 

Diverse economies 
Diverse production and service economies. 
Interdependency – rural-urban 

Major Rural 
Area 
Problems 

Low productivity and 
peripherality 

Limited capacity of areas/groups to 
participate in economic activity 

Climate change. Unbalanced communities. 
Remoteness, isolation. Neoliberal deregulation. 
Low service provision. 

Focus of 
Rural 
Development 

Agricultural modernisation and 
specialisation. Economic 
growth. 
 

Capacity building (skills, institutions 
and infrastructure). Multi-stakeholders 
partnerships. 

Integrated approach (place-making), adding values 
to local resources, enhancing connectivity and 
promoting innovation. Realising and valorising 
alternatives to development 

Shortcomings 
/ Critique 

Dependency culture (subsidies). 
Neglect of sectors beyond 
agriculture. Democratic deficit. 
Unable to tackle specific 
problems of rural communities. 

Limited capacity to integrate vulnerable 
groups needs/reproduction of local 
elites’ interests. Reinforce inequalities 
between territories. Unrealistic 
autonomous rural areas. 

Overburden local actors. Scarce real power sharing 
between stakeholders. Project class – over-
bureacratisation. 
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The endogenous (from within) approach towards rural development highlighted the 

economic and social diversity present within rural areas and focus on the implementation of 

tailor made solutions that respond to the specific needs identified by different local actors 

(Ray, 2000). While recognising the importance of physical infrastructure for the development 

of rural areas, the endogenous approach conceived the limited capacity of rural economic 

and social actors to participate in development activities as the main problem to overcome 

in rural areas. This approach to rural development emphasises the capacity building within 

the local population in skills related to leadership, entrepreneurship/innovation and 

networking. This capacity building is identified as the key element for boosting the potential 

of each particular rural area, through the mobilisations of previously untapped local resources 

(Bentley and Pugalis, 2014). 

The endogenous approach means a shift from a sectoral perspective towards a territorial 

approach. This territorial approach stresses the importance of fostering a holistic and 

integrated development of rural areas (Moseley, 2003). This broadened the perspective of 

rural (and regional) development from a purely economic phenomenon based on economic 

growth towards the inclusion of other social, political, cultural or environmental dimensions 

(Pike, Rodriguez-Pose and Tomaney, 2006). The endogenous, in line with place-based 

approaches to rural and regional development, focuses on the valorisation of the unique local 

natural/physical, human and cultural resources and characteristics of an area and on the 

identification of needs by the local population through participatory local dynamics as key 

aspects for development19 (Ray, 2000; Barca, McCann and Rodríguez-Pose, 2012). 

In line with this endogenous perspective, the EU LEADER20 programme was introduced 

initially in 199121. LEADER had the aim of fostering community-led and innovative 

solutions to the specific problems identified by each rural area through Local Action Groups 

(LAGs). These LAGs are (ideally) formed by representatives from different sectors of a rural 

area, thus different stakeholders from the local government, the for-profit private sector and 

the third sector formed a tripartite relationship. In this sense, the development of LAGs and 

the implementation of the LEADER programme served to highlight the importance of a 

                                                           
19 The reference to place-based approaches to development is placed in this paragraph due to their 
concurrence with the territorial approach supported by endogenous rural development, however, it is 
noted to say that place-based approaches call for a balance between exogenous and endogenous forces 
in the processes of development (Barca, McCann and Rodríguez-Pose, 2012), thus being in this sense 
more in line with the neo-endogenous approach towards rural development (see below). 
20 Liaisons Entre Actions de Developpement de l’Economie Rurale. 
21 LEADER is still running to date and the principles of LEADER have been widened into the so called 
Community-Led Local Development (CLLD) which applies to both rural and urban areas. 
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diversified focus beyond agriculture to other sectors of rural areas. This was promoted 

through the establishment of multi-sectoral networks encompassing a wide variety of actors 

from different spheres (economic, political, civil society) and the creation of public-private 

partnerships and alliances when tackling problems in rural areas in an innovative way 

(Moseley, 2003; Dargan and Shucksmith, 2008; Bosworth, et al. 2016). 

The endogenous approach is not without critics, some refer to a reproduction within 

participatory process of the interests of local elites due to its limited capacity in practice to 

integrate the demands of vulnerable groups within participatory/democratic processes 

(Curtin, Haase and Tovey, 1996; Shortall, 2008; Navarro, Woods and Cejudo, 2016). 

Moreover, the exclusive focus of the endogenous approach on local resources as the basis 

for development has been criticised for being a mechanism that reinforces inequalities 

between those territories which have the necessary skills and resources to implement bottom-

up initiatives and other territories which lack the capacity to deliver, by themselves, such 

bottom-up initiatives (Farmer, Hill and Muñoz, 2012; Bock, Kovacs and Shucksmith, 2015; 

Fischer and McKee, 2017). Futhermore, the endogenous approach has been criticised for 

not being practical due to its excessive emphasise on autonomous rural areas, overlooking 

the great influence of external factors on the development of these areas (Ward et al., 2005).  

Neo-endogenous rural development 

The neo-endogenous approach shares with the endogenous model the emphasis on a locally 

rooted and territorially based rural development, thus local actors and resources are still the 

base for the development of rural areas. However, the neo-endogenous approach underlines 

that local development is inevitably related to endogenous but also to exogenous actors and 

forces, aligning with place-based approaches to development (Barca, McCann and 

Rodriguez-Pose, 2012; Shucksmith, 2012).  This means that, from a neo-endogenous 

approach global-exogenous factors such as increasing movement of global capital, climate 

change, urbanisation or historical regional inequalities within a country influence the path of 

development of rural areas (Woods, 2011; Gkartzios and Scott, 2014).  

From a neo-endogenous perspective  

“the critical point is how to enhance the capacity of local areas to steer these wider 

processes, resources and actions to their benefit… [being] the focus on the dynamic 

interactions between local areas and their wider political, institutional, trading and 

natural environments, and how these interactions are mediated” (Ward et al., 2005, 

p. 5; see also Galdeano-Gómez, Aznar-Sánchez and Pérez-Mesa, 2011). 
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The neo-endogenous approach emphasises the relevance for rural development of the 

interaction with other places and actors beyond those living within a specific rural area, 

acknowledging the key role that external actors (can) play both as providers of resources not 

available at within a rural areas and as ‘animators’ that can initiate, support and/or enhance 

the development of rural areas (Ray, 2006; McElwee, Smith and Somerville, 2018). Hence, 

according to this perspective, although the development of specific localities and regions 

should be tailor-made to their features, they “might need external support to find their own 

paths of sustainable development, with particular attention paid to these regions lagging 

behind” (European Union, 2011, p.3). In this regard, the neo-endogenous approach towards 

the development of rural areas stresses the importance of the socio-economic and political 

connectivity of rural areas/localities with other actors in rural and urban regions (Bock, 2016; 

Shucksmith, 2018).  

This links the neo-endogenous perspective with a “multi-scalar governance” (Shucksmith, 

2010, p. 5) which “can be understood to represent a new mode of governing that is no longer 

enacted solely through the formal, coercive powers of the nation state, but is exercised 

through a range of government and non-governmental actors and entities operating at 

different spatial scales and across different sectors” (Cheshire, 2016, p. 596). Within this 

framework, despite not denying the importance of the state, there is also a recognition of the 

potential role of other actors like for-profit businesses and third sector organisations, such 

as rural social enterprises, in contributing towards rural development (Bock, 2019).  

In this line, neo-endogenous rural development encourages the participation of different 

actors through (local) democratic processes and emphasises the valorisation of local 

resources through (social) entrepreneurialism and innovation at the same time that promotes 

the connection with extra-local places and actors (Ray, 2006). These aspects stress the focus 

from a neo-endogenous approach to rural development on place-making and community 

well-being, thus considering a wide range of development dimensions as ways to overcome 

challenges such as climate change, unbalanced regional development, remoteness, neoliberal 

deregulation and coping with austerity policies which have left many rural areas with reduced 

services (Gkartzios and Scott, 2014; Shucksmith and Brown, 2016). 

This neo-endogenous approach is not without its critics. Some of this criticism argues that 

this approach still has as its main (although not only) focus for development on local actors, 

this can result in an overburden on the efforts of these local actors due to their increasing 

responsibilities towards the development of their localities/areas (Bock, 2019). Moreover, 
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research has also highlighted issues about over-bureaucratisation and lack of innovation (Dax 

et al., 2016), scarce power sharing between actors at different governance levels, e.g. regional 

and national governments and local actors (Bosworth et al., 2016), and the existence of a 

‘project class’22 who access to most resources reinforcing the discrepancies and inequalities 

between social groups within a territory and between different territories (Navarro, Cañete 

and Cejudo, 2020). Despite these suggested shortcomings, neo-endogenous rural 

development initiatives have provided new solutions for the development of rural areas, 

creating opportunities for alternative forms of development and novel organisational forms 

such as rural social enterprises (Bock, 2019; Steiner and Teasdale, 2019; Bosworth et al., 2020; 

Navarro and Cejudo, 2020).  

                                                           
22 According to Navarro, Cañete and Cejudo (2020) the ‘project class’ are  

“members of the local action groups (technical staff, members of the association, public and 
private stakeholders) and wealthy people from the public and private sectors, with a strong 
financial capacity, knowledge and ability to innovate” (Navarro, Cañete and Cejudo, 2020, p. 
284). 
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Appendix 2. Summary of policy recommendations. 

Table 6. Summary of policy recommendations 

Ireland National Social Enterprise Policy 2019 - 2022 

Building Awareness of Social Enterprises 

1. Policy recommendation: clear communication of common features that make social 

enterprises unique and distinctive; complementary to acknowledge and highlight the 

sectoral and territorial diversity within the sector. 

 

2. Policy recommendation: combination of descriptive statistics, quantitative (nominal 

and relative/weight) metrics and qualitative data for a comprehensive and accurate 

assessment of social enterprises impact. 

 

3. Policy recommendation: include and/or reinforce social enterprises within curricula at 

all educational levels and promote HEI students’ research projects and placements in 

social enterprises, incentivising those operating within rural areas. 

 
 

Growing and Strengthening Social Enterprise 

4. Policy recommendation: develop multiannual programming and funding support for 

enhancing long-term strategic planning 

 

5. Policy recommendations: funding for piloting breakthrough social innovation, to 

social enterprises in different stages of  development and consistent with for-profit 

business supports but adapted to social enterprise features. Good point  

 

6. Combination of  national cross-sectoral funds with sectoral and territorial specific 

funds with greater emphasis on scaling deep and adaptability rather than scaling up.  

 
7. Funding, (partial) subsidisation of  highly qualified staff  (e.g. managers) – 

generalisation of  CSP - for social enterprises operating basic/public services which 
are non-commercially viable due to their nature and/or territory of  operation. 

 

8. Policy recommendation: resource LDCs social enterprise units for business and 

technical support to rural social enterprises due to their integrated/territorial 

connectivity. 

 

9. Policy recommendation: harnessing and supporting the collaborative character of rural 

social enterprises by unlocking funding for collaborative projects with cross-sectoral 

and cross-territorial stakeholders. 
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Achieving Better Policy Alignment 

10. Policy recommendation: complement census data collection with 

inter/transdisciplinary and territorially focused research for a better understanding of 

(rural) social enterprises and formulation of evidence-based social enterprise policy. 

 

11. Policy recommendation: reinforce the alignment and inclusion of social enterprises as 

a transversal element in other policies and strategies, and, lobby for the recognition of 

social enterprises within mainstream job/employment strategies and the 

entrepreneurship/business ecosystem. 

 
12. Policy recommendation: include a territorial dimension, place-based approach, within 

INSEP; establishing balanced measures for those social enterprises based and 

operating in disadvantage communities and territories. 

 

 

Our Rural Future. Rural Development Policy 2021 – 2025, and Social Enterprises 

Optimising Digital Connectivity 

 

1. Policy recommendation: the optimisation of digital connectivity, in terms of 

broadband connection and remote working, represents an opportunity to unlock the 

potential of social enterprises enhancing their connectivity and providing 

opportunities for engaging highly skilled workers. However, challenges associated to 

counter-urbanisation and the use of limited public/community spaces should be 

considered to balance the socio-economic impact of digitalisation processes 

Supporting Employment and Careers in Rural Areas 

  

2. Policy recommendation: harness the increasing institutional recognition of social 

enterprises as rural development actors by launching a suite of measures that unlock 

the potential of rural social enterprises.  

 

3. Policy recommendation: reinforce the role of research to provide evidence of the real 

contributions (impacts) of social enterprises to rural areas, beyond filling market gaps 

 
 

4. Policy recommendation: promote the (community-based) social enterprise model in 

the environmental sector, e.g. community renewable energy, circular economy, due to 

its potential to multi-dimensional impact/integrated place-based development. 

 

5. Policy recommendation: lobby for the recognition of rural social enterprises within 

mainstream employment policy measures 
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Revitalising Rural Towns and Villages 

 

6. Policy recommendation: harness the innovative and community-based character of 

rural social enterprises by recognising and including these organisations as key 

stakeholders for achieving the overall aim of revitalising rural town and villages and by 

enhancing a (community-based) social enterprise model for delivering ‘Town Centre 

First Principle’ and ‘Smart Towns and Villages’. 

 

Enhancing Participation, Leadership and Resilience in Rural Communities 

 

7. Policy recommendation: harness the participatory, democratic and resourcefulness 

nature of rural social enterprises to contribute to the main aim of this chapter. 

  

8. Policy recommendation: incentivise/promote the inclusion of youngsters within rural 

social enterprises through specific projects, contests, placements, directed to this 

cohort and through increasing the visibility of these organisations within up-to-date 

social media channels. 

 
9. Policy recommendation: strength existing ALMPs and include/expand others for 

example (partially) subsidising highly-skilled workers within social enterprises working 

in disadvantage communities and/or running ‘quasi-public’ services 

 
10. Policy recommendation: extend business related supports for enhancing the resilience 

and post COVID recovery of rural social enterprises  

 
11. Policy recommendation: harness and reinforce the potential of rural social enterprises 

to contribute to social innovation and to social inclusion, community health and 

wellbeing 

 

Enhancing Public Services in Rural Ireland 

 

12. Policy recommendation: recognition of rural social enterprises as key partners of 

public institutions/authorities in the delivery of some public services within rural areas. 

 

13. Policy recommendation: appropriate resource of rural social enterprises performing a 

public duty with long-term contracts which include overheads in order to enhance 

stability, long-term planning capacity, thus sustainability and quality of the services 
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Transitioning to a Climate Neutral Society 

 

14. Policy recommendation: harness the integrated, place-based, innovative and 

community-based character of rural social enterprises for enhancing a just transition 

of rural communities to a climate neutral society.  

 

15. Policy recommendation: support research on the ways and implications of 

(community-based) social enterprise model for the just transition towards a climate 

neutral economy and society. 

 

Supporting the Sustainability of Agriculture, the Marine & Forestry and 

Supporting the Sustainability of our Islands and Coastal Communities 

 

16. Policy recommendation: support community-based social enterprises models in the 

farming, agriculture, fishing and forestry sectors and for islands and coastal 

communities due to their potential to contribute to sustainable development 

 

Implementation of the Policy 

 

17. Policy recommendation: harness the potential of rural social enterprises to contribute 

to ORF main aim of integrated place-based development of rural areas. 

 

18. Policy recommendation: support (local) community-led masters plans within rural 
communities, supported by LDCs/Universities, that can feed broader Local 
Economic and Community Plans or County Development Plans. 
 

19. Policy recommendation: support research funding in rural social enterprises, especially 

in fields related to local and community development, working integration, 

collaborative governance and community-based bio-based and circular economy 

solutions, to implement evidence-based policy-making in further rural development 

and social enterprises policies. 
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