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Abstract: In a context of political and economic austerity, social innovation has been presented as a
solution to many social challenges, old and new. It aims to support the introduction of new ideas
in response to the current urgent needs and challenges of vulnerable groups and seems to offer
promising solutions to the challenges faced by rural areas. Yet the evidence base of the impacts on
the sustainable development of rural communities remains scarce. In this paper, we explore social
innovation in the context of community forestry and provide a brief synthetic review of key themes
linking the two concepts. We examine a case of social innovation in the context of community forestry
and analyse its type, extent, and scale of impact in a marginalized rural area of Scotland. Using an
in-depth case study approach, we apply a mixed research methodology using quantitative indicators
of impact as well as qualitative data. Our results show that social innovation reinforces the social
dimension of community forestry. Impacts are highlighted across domains (environmental, social,
economic, and institutional/governance) but are mainly limited to local territory. We discuss the
significance of those results in the context of community forestry as well as for local development.
We formulate policy recommendations to foster and sustain social innovation in rural areas.

Keywords: social impact; well-being; governance; scale of impact; rural development policy

1. Introduction

In a context of political and economic austerity, communities of policy, practice,
and academia are seeking ways to foster the sustainable development of communities
and rural communities, particularly through social innovations [1,2]. Indeed, in many
policy discourses, social innovation (SI) has been presented as a solution to many kinds
of old and new social challenges at a time when there is growing economic pressure on
public administrations that lack the capacity, capability, or political will to solve these
challenges [3]. SI has been included in the European Union 2020 strategy for smart,
sustainable, and inclusive growth as a concept that supports processes of social change. It
aims to support the introduction of new ideas in response to the current urgent needs and
challenges of vulnerable groups [4]. SI seems to offer promising solutions to the challenges
faced by rural areas today [5].

Recognition of these challenges, such as demographic change, connectivity, low levels
of income, and limited access to services, led the European Union to plan a Long Term
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Vision for Rural Areas, due to be published in the summer of 2021 [6]. This provides further
context for encouraging the development of visions by local communities for their rural
areas. SI has been shown to be an effective process for enacting such visions, triggered by
the need to tackle challenges facing societies and stimulating territorial development in
different biophysical and socio-economic contexts [7].

The increased interest in SI reflects evidence emerging that it can be a driver of a
process of development and a means of fostering the sustainable development of rural
communities [8]. For the purposes of this study, we define SI as “the reconfiguring of
social practices, in response to societal challenges, which seeks to enhance outcomes on
societal well-being and necessarily includes the engagement of civil society actors” [9].
As a development process, SI overlaps with concepts of community empowerment [10],
grass-roots initiatives e.g., [11], and bottom-up innovation e.g., [12]. It embraces notions of
community resilience and vulnerability, community capacities, and the development of the
community asset base, which it fosters to some extent.

However, critics have cautioned that this enthusiasm for SI as a “magical” recipe and
its potential key role in future policies of the new rural paradigm risks further legitimising
neoliberal policy paradigms, leading to even less attention being granted to rural areas.
In fact, there is little empirical evidence about the significance of different types of, and
extents, of impacts created by SI. There is a need therefore to examine which types of SI are
driving impacts in rural areas and the nature of those impacts.

Our paper aims to address this knowledge gap and investigate and assess the impact
of SI on rural communities and their sustainable development, using in-depth evidence
from a case study of community forestry (CF) in Scotland, UK.

In Scotland, UK, SI processes have the potential to increase their scope due to com-
munities being central to recent policy and institutional developments, notably the land
reform process and community ownership movement [10,13]. In this context of community
empowerment in Scotland, CF has become one of the ways in which urban and rural
communities have regained ownership over natural assets and are now striving to improve
local conditions. CF, in the Scottish context, is a form of natural resource governance in
which woodlands management is entirely or partially undertaken by local communities. It
is characterised by a wide range of networks, contractual arrangements, and public-private
partnerships involving local communities and their representative bodies, community
development companies, private land owners, and Scottish Forestry Research (formerly
known as the Forestry Commission) [14,15].

CF embraces a broad range of governance and social practice reconfigurations, some
of which can be classified as social innovations. The conceptual foundations of CF point
to its potential to create positive impacts in many areas (see the review by [16]). These
include fostering sustainable livelihoods, improving food and energy security, encour-
aging more ecologically sustainable forest management, improving governance, promot-
ing biodiversity [16], strengthening resilience to climate impacts (e.g., through carbon
forestry), positively impacting human health [14], and helping communities recover from
the challenges of COVID-19 [17]. However, the reality of CF—reflecting outcomes from the
implementation of CF across a wide range of contexts—is more complex. Indeed, while
impact studies have pointed to the positive impacts of CF on the environmental dimension
of sustainability, the evidence of those impacts on the economic and social dimension and
on benefits to communities remains limited [16,18]. In the British context, earlier studies
of community woodlands have highlighted the lack of evidence of woodland benefits to
communities and the absence of a consistent approach to impact measurements [15,19]. Ac-
cording to these authors, this hinders comparability between case studies and the relevance
of the evidence base for developing supporting policies. Recent studies have analysed
factors leading to the emergence and development of SI [20–22] and the policies supporting
SI in the forestry sector [3,23–26]. However, there are still few studies providing detailed
evidence of the impact of SI on rural development in the context of CF.

Our article aims to fill this research gap by addressing the two following questions:
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(a) Does SI expand the impacts of CF on rural development and if so, how? Specifically,
what are the impacts of CF as a form of SI on the social dimension of rural communities
and on their well-being?

(b) What are the types, extents, and scale of the impacts of socially innovative CF in
marginalised rural areas?

To achieve this objective, we first assess CF as a SI phenomenon in relation to the
definition developed by the SIMRA project [5,9]. The SI examined in this paper refers to
the acquisition of a woodland (Kirkton woodland) and its management by the community
in order to create positive outcomes and well-being for community members in terms of
increased positive amenities from the woodland. The reconfiguration of social practices
refers to the novel governance arrangements and relationships of the community with
the woodland, and the relationships between members within the community. Such a
reconfiguration relates to societal challenges created by a declining and ageing population,
and a location in the Highlands of Scotland with relatively poor accessibility [27]. We
investigate the types of impacts that SI produces and discuss whether the impacts of CF as a
form of SI can foster the empowerment of rural communities and increase their well-being.

We take as our starting point the SIMRA evaluation framework [28] and a set of
indicators specifically developed for the purpose of the evaluation. We use these to assess
the changes brought about by the SI in terms of “reconfiguring of social practices in
response to societal challenge that increase outcomes on social well-being and necessarily
engage the civil society”. We also examine the scale and extent of the impacts of the SI
initiative. We use a case study approach and mixed research methods to enable a deep
understanding of the situation and context of the SI initiative [29].

With reference to the Scottish case and in light of the literature on CF, we argue that
SI in the context of CF reinforces some of the dimensions of CF, particularly the social
dimension. The impact of SI across different dimensions (environmental, social, economic,
and institutional/governance) and scales is discussed by Ravazzoli et al. ([7], in this special
issue). In this paper, we focus on the dimensions arising from SI for the specific case of CF.
We examine the type of impacts generated by the SI initiative and the scale and extent of
those impacts.

This article is organised as follows: Section 2 explores the role of SI in community
development and provides a brief review of key themes and theoretical considerations
linking CF and social innovation. Section 3 introduces a case study, methods, and indicators
used in the evaluation. Section 4 highlights the impacts of SI on the CF initiative and the
type, scale, and extent of impacts it can create. In Section 5, we reflect upon the diversity
of outcomes and impacts made available to the community as a result of the SI and we
formulate policy recommendations aimed at sustaining the emergence and development
of SI initiatives. Finally, we provide concluding remarks in Section 6. For scholars in the
field of CF, this paper provides evidence of the nature and extent of the impacts of SI on CF.
For scholars in the field of SI, it provides insights into the potential and specificities of SI as
a form of governance of the natural environment.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. The Context for Social Innovation in Community Forestry in the UK

Community forestry (CF) in the UK, and in Scotland in particular, is part of the new
rural paradigm that characterises recent policies related to rural development policy and
contributes to revitalising marginalised rural areas of Scotland [21,27]. Scotland’s forests
and woodlands can contribute to creating and sustaining thriving rural communities by
providing good quality jobs and attractive environments, and by supporting the provision
of affordable rural housing.

CF is a form of natural resources governance in which woodland management is
entirely or partially undertaken by local communities. It is characterised by a wide range
of networks, contractual arrangements, and public-private partnerships involving local
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communities and their representative bodies, community development companies, private
land-owners, and Scottish Forestry (formerly known as the Forestry Commission) [14,15].

Having emerged in the 1980s into an institutional vacuum, and mostly due to the
motivation and tenacity of core groups of dedicated individuals in the 1980s, CF now
benefits from an enabling environment and enhanced institutional and legal provisions
through policies targeting community empowerment, community ownership, and com-
munity asset transfers [14,27,30]. Those provisions facilitate and enable access to natural
assets by communities and the improvement of their well-being, quality of life, and life
chances, as well as providing economic returns [31].

CF has been shown to provide numerous communal and environmental benefits such
as community cohesion and stability, as well as increased biodiversity, conservation, and
carbon sequestration [31,32]. The greater involvement of communities in decisions about
forests and woodlands, and in their direct management and ownership, also helps to
increase the control and influence of communities over their local environments [16]. In
turn, this leads to greater community empowerment through the redistribution of power
and resources from central government to local resource users [33].

Nonetheless, in the context of the UK, there is little repeatable, systematic evidence
of the impact of CF on communities’ well-being [15]. Lawrence and Ambrose-Oji [19],
reviewing 70 studies (covering 681 evaluation cases) highlighted positive impacts in the
biophysical domain but only limited evidence of impacts in the social domain. The au-
thors attribute this weakness of the evidence base to the absence of clarity of the concept
of community woodlands (which they address by proposing a typology of community
woodlands) and to the subsequent lack of a systematic impact evaluation framework
across cases.

Scotland’s Forestry Strategy 2019–2029 sets out a 10-year framework for action in-
cluding a priority to “engage more people, communities, and businesses in the creation,
management and use of forests and woodlands” [34]. Currently there are approximately
200 community woodland groups in Scotland that are involved in owning or manag-
ing forests and woodlands, some of them through socially innovative initiatives. This
represents almost 7000 ha of land, which has been transferred from the National Forest
Estate [34]. Given this context, providing an assessment of the impact of SI in the context of
CF is key to informing future policies in the Forestry and Rural Development sector [23].

2.2. Potential of Social Innovation for Communities’ Sustainable Development

Communities located in marginalised and remote rural areas are facing difficulties of
delocalisation of industry and loss of economic activities, population ageing and migration,
increasing poverty, growing economic inequality, consequences of global environmental
change and financial crises, loss of ecosystem services, and the reduction of services and
welfare [4,35–37]. In those communities, SI offers solutions that cultivate and implement
new ideas that have the potential to deliver value and foster sustainability transforma-
tions [36,38,39].

Social innovations are recognised as having the potential to turn challenges into op-
portunities [3,40]. Our understanding of SI is that of “the reconfiguring of social practices,
in response to societal challenges, which seeks to enhance outcomes on societal well-being
and necessarily includes the engagement of civil society actors” [9]. In this sense, SI
contributes to the sustainable development of communities through the provision of inno-
vative products and services that answer emerging needs of communities, and by enabling
processes of change aimed at increasing the welfare, well-being, and empowerment of
communities [2,41].

In line with the definition of Polman et al. [9], SI leads to the emergence of new
networks, building trusting environments and partnership, and the creation of new values,
rules, and governance arrangements [42]. It leads to changes in values, behaviours, and
identities through social learning processes [43–45] that are complex but essential to capture.
They are collective actions, nurtured or constrained by the socio-economic (including
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institutional) and environmental contexts that may substantially influence the well-being
of local community [46].

At the heart of SI are the actors involved (individuals, organisations, and groups of
people) interacting with each other, in order to achieve a shared goal [45,47]. That goal
targets improvements in collective well-being that will be institutionalised ultimately if the
process is successful [48–51].

SI initiatives typically emerge in response to specific social needs or broader societal
challenges [37] by mobilising people’s creativity, promoting innovative learning, and
supporting social dynamics that foster technological innovations [52] (p. 7). Valero and
Bryce [53] document over 200 examples of SI initiatives that aim to promote sustainable
development goals at a local level. Examples located in Scotland, UK, provide evidence
that social innovations can respond to social needs by creating opportunities for local
employment, housing, skills enhancement, sustainable management of natural resources,
cultural heritage, and building trust among people and new networks.

In the context of CF, Sarkki et al. [54], reflects upon the role of human values in SI and
highlight the fact that SI foster relational values (namely doing, belonging, and respecting).
The authors point out that while those values trigger the initial involvement of stakeholders
in social innovation, they also, conversely, develop as a result of the stakeholders joining
and engaging with the SI idea. As such, they provide evidence that SI is locally embedded
and reinforces relationships between the human and non-human world. Vercher et al. [21]
have highlighted the importance of co-constructed narratives for community cohesion.
Key features of those narratives comprise concepts such as marginalisation, the natural
environment, and community activation. Narratives foster the creation of better social
relationships while enabling collaboration and participation. As such they are a powerful
means of encouraging collective action. These examples suggest scope for SI to scale-up
and scale-out [21,27].

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. The Social Innovation Evaluation Framework

The evaluation of SI seeks to provide information on the performance of SI and its
outcomes through a systematic and objective assessment. It aims at determining the
relevance and fulfilment of objectives, efficiency, effectiveness, impact, and sustainability
of actions implemented by the SI initiative [55,56]. It also aims to address weaknesses
of previous approaches to evaluation in various domains (e.g., CF, rural development,
and sustainability) such as the lack of a systemic approach, a focus on outputs at the
expense of outcomes and processes, and a lack of relevance with regards to the needs of
the end-users [19,57–59].

The framework developed by Secco et al. [29] (see also 7, in this Special Issue) is
derived from a result-chain approach, based on a theory of change that highlights the
cause-effect relationship between different factors, processes, and activities that lead to
tangible outputs and outcomes. Developed in the context of a science-stakeholder collab-
oration, it enables the combination of the knowledge of expert and local actors gained
through participatory activities [37]. The framework enables a consideration of the interde-
pendencies, and complexities across scales and activities. As such, it provides “clear links
between context, model, and impact” and in the evaluation it distinguishes between outputs,
outcomes, and process [19] (p. 270). It is of a holistic nature, required in approaches
appropriate to the evaluation of SI [57].

In this paper, we present a detailed assessment of the impacts of a SI in CF in the High-
lands of Scotland, UK. To provide an answer to our first research question, we analyse how
CF, as an example of social innovation, reflects the key components of the SI phenomenon,
and how these components enhance the impacts of CF. First, we examine how challenges,
which motivated the Lochcarron SI initiative led to the reconfiguration of specific societal
practices. We reveal the process of reconfiguration of networks, governance arrangements,
and attitudes, which led to new and innovative arrangements regarding the ownership
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and management of the woodland and empowerment of the local community. Next, we
investigate the perception of the members of the community towards the reconfiguration
of social practices, the SI responses to societal challenges, and the outcomes for their well-
being; explore whether the engagement of civil society has been proactive and determined
to create impacts; and the innovativeness of the CF initiative as perceived by the local
community. To provide an answer to our second research question, we reflect upon the
impact of the SI initiative on tackling problems of rural marginalisation by focusing on the
scale and extent of impacts.

In the following, we describe the SI case study and present the applied methodology.

3.2. Case Study Description

Kirkton Woodland, located immediately to the north-west of the village of Lochcarron,
is a coniferous woodland of uniform age, located on open, south-easterly facing, moderate,
or gentle slopes. The woodland consists of mainly Lodgepole Pine (Pinus contorta) and some
Larch (Pinaceae) and Sitka Spruce (Picea sitchensis). A small number of mixed broadleaved
trees also exists within the woodland but these are mainly restricted to the edges of the
river along the eastern boundary. The area referred to as the local community encompasses
the settlements of Lochcarron, Strathcarron, and Kishorn in Wester Ross, Scotland, United
Kingdom. It covers an area of approximately 320 km2.

The local community is characterised by an ageing, elderly population with a declin-
ing school population. Due to limited employment opportunities in the area, there is little
prospect of retaining young people and consequently there are low numbers of people of
an employable age. The area is popular as a retirement location, with a high number of
second homes. This has contributed to a diminishing resident working population, ad-
versely impacting the viability of local businesses and resulting in the deterioration of local
services. The Lochcarron Community Development Company (LCDC) is a community-run
organisation with the aims to manage community land and associated assets for the benefit
of the community and the public in general; to advance the education of the community
about environment, culture, and history; to advance the arts, heritage, culture, and science;
and to provide training and employment opportunities, all aiming to aid local sustainabil-
ity. In 2011, following a community ballot on the buy-out of the Kirkton woodland and
complying to a requirement of their application to the National Forest Land Scheme, LCDC
purchased Kirkton woodland for the benefits of the community.

3.3. Methodology

We used mixed methods to address our research questions through a case study
approach [60], integrating qualitative and quantitative methods to evaluate the impact
of the SI, as suggested by Secco et al. [61] through a detailed analysis of our case study.
Sequential steps of the research process are detailed in the following sub-sections.

3.3.1. Data Collection

Our case study approach focused on obtaining a deep understanding of the perception
of local actors, using a purposeful sample of the key stakeholders and actors of the SI rather
than a quantitatively representative sample of the SI actors [62]. Such an approach is used
in qualitative research e.g., [63] to obtain accurate information on the perceptions of actors
on specific issues that can be measured using a rating scale that quantitatively assesses
opinions, attitudes, or behaviours (e.g., via Likert scale).

A set of tools was employed for the collection of data, which took place between March
and August 2018 (see Table 1 for a summary of the data collection process). Information
and the content of the tools used are described in detail in Secco et al. [61].
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Table 1. Data collection summary: type of interviews, type of respondents and sampling.

Focus
Group

Participants

Semi-Structured Interviews Structured Interviews

Core Group
Policy Makers
and External

Experts

Core
Group

Network
Members

Project
Partners Beneficiaries

5 2 5 1 1 3 5

The tools were tailored to the type of actors and role they had in the SI initiative. As
such, the types of informants interviewed comprised: The core group of social innovation,
network members, project partners, beneficiaries, as well as policy makers and external
actors to the SI experts (see Table 2).

Table 2. Characteristics of key stakeholders interviewed (according to Secco et al. [61]).

Typology of Stakeholders Characteristics

Core Group The initial group of innovators and their first follower(s), i.e., those who were involved at
the preliminary stages of originating a social innovation (SI) initiative

Network members The actors and organisations that enter into the process of development of the SI
initiative at a later stage.

Project partners
Each individual, organisation, enterprise, institution, or network that contributes

technically to the SI project(s) and is responsible for the implementation of one or several
project actions.

Beneficiaries

Direct beneficiaries are those who benefit directly from the outputs and outcomes of the
SI project.

Indirect beneficiaries are those who are linked with a relationship to direct beneficiaries
and so will indirectly benefit from the outputs and outcomes of the SI project, thus

experiencing the impacts of social innovation.

Policy makers Indirectly interested actors involved in decision-making in the area and who hold special
knowledge on the SI initiative.

Other experts, external to the SI Indirectly interested actors or with special knowledge in the SI initiative.

The tools were used in the sequence detailed here. Data collection started with a
review of relevant literature in order to understand the context of the initiative, followed
by a focus group discussion with five key informants. The focus group followed a specially
designed template (i.e., Tool 2) [61] and generated qualitative and quantitative information
on informants’ perceptions, measured on a Likert scale. This approach enabled the co-
construction of the storyline of the social innovation, evaluation of perceptions of societal
needs, and pre-assessment of the impacts of the SI initiative on the rural area.

Next, structured interviews (questionnaires) were carried out. The questionnaires
were specifically designed for different types of SI actors and applied in order to accurately
capture the information on perceived changes and evaluate issues related to different
phases of the development of the SI development and its impact. Then, in-depth face-to-
face semi-structured interviews were conducted that enabled the capture of the richness of
the context and to understand better the processes involved. Those interviews lasted from
45 to 90 min.

In total, 18 interviews were conducted: 11 structured interviews (questionnaires with
open and closed questions) with SI actors (core group, network members, project partners,
and beneficiaries), and 7 semi-structured interviews (open questions, storytelling) with
experts with internal (2 respondents) and external (5 respondents) knowledge about the
social innovation. The qualitative information obtained through expert interviews was
recorded and subsequently transcribed and analysed using a content analysis approach.

3.3.2. Data Analysis

The interviews and information obtained from the focus group discussion provided
a basis for the analysis and evaluation of the SI and data analysed using qualitative and
quantitative methods. Triangulation was undertaken using both types of data collected
through different sources of information and from different informants.
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The qualitative information was analysed using a content analysis approach per-
formed with the NVivo 12 qualitative data analysis software manufactured by QSR Inter-
national’s, Victoria, Australia [64] (https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-
data-analysis-software/support-services/faqs(accessed on 2 March 2021)). The analysis
comprised 12 overarching codes reflecting the key elements of the evaluation framework
proposed by Secco et al. [29,61]. Those codes were: Respondent role, case study, needs and
motivations, project content and activities, role of information, resources, actors and agency,
networks and coordination, policies and institutional frameworks, overall assessment,
outputs and impacts, and outcomes.

The quantitative data (e.g., perceptions, attitudes, etc.), collected through the struc-
tured interviews and the focus group discussion were used to calculate the indicators,
following the methodology and formulae conceptualised in Secco et al. [29]. The method-
ology was designed for the specific purpose of evaluating social innovation. It is based
on the identification and analysis of cause-effects relations in key dimensions associated
with the process of development of a social innovation, from its conceptualisation to its
implementation, and its final outputs and outcomes. Such relations are analysed by means
of ad hoc developed indicators that measure information on, for example, the role of exter-
nal versus internal resources in supporting social innovation. The indicators build on the
data from different types of respondents as reflected in Section 3.3.1. In Table 3, we present
a short description of the indicators used to respond to the first research question on CF
as a SI phenomenon. The contents of Table 3 include the source of the data (respondent
type) used for calculating the indicators. The normalised indicator values range from a
minimum value of 0 to a maximum value of 1. The value of the indicators is presented in
Appendix A.

Table 3. List of indicators reflecting the social innovation dimensions (source: Based on Secco et al. [61]).

Dimension Name and Meaning of Indicator Type of Informant

Reconfiguring social
practices

A1 Actors’ perception of the extent of the
reconfiguration/reconfiguring process. Core group, Network

A2 Perceived level of innovation in the SI process. Core group, Network

Response to societal
challenges

B1 Capacity of the SI to tackle multiple European
societal challenges. Core group, Project partners

B2
Perception of actors of the European societal

challenges being improved in the territory due to the
SI initiative.

Core group, Project partners

Outcomes on social
wellbeing

C1 Beneficiaries’ perception of changes in social
cohesion inside and outside the territory. Beneficiaries

C2 Contribution of the SI initiative to the improvement
of governance aspects in the territory. Core group, Project partners

Engagement of civil society D1 Actors’ motivation for engaging in the SI initiative. Core group, Network
D2 Actors’ participation in network meetings. Core group, Network

Perceived innovativeness E1 Internal validation of the innovativeness of the SI
initiative.

Core group, Network, Project
partners,

Beneficiaries
E2 External validation of the innovativeness of the SI

initiative as perceived by the actors.
Focus group participants, Core

group

The list of indicators reflecting the type of the impact that CF as an example of SI
has on the well-being of the community and the development of the area are presented in
Table 4. The value of the indicators is presented in Appendix A.

https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/support-services/faqs
https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/support-services/faqs
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Table 4. Indicators reflecting the domains of impact of the social innovation and the extent of its impacts.

Name and Meaning of Indicator Respondent Type

Domains of impact

F_actors

Actors’ perception of the balance
between the specific positive and

negative impacts of the SI
initiative on the four domains. Core group; project partners;

beneficiariesF_soc Environment.
F_eco Economic.
F_env Social.
F_ins Institutional/governance.

Scale and effect of Impact

G1
SI process actors’ perceptions of
being able to make a difference

through the SI initiative.

Core group; project partners;
beneficiaries.

G2
Overall level of satisfaction with

the results of the
SI initiative.

Core group; project partners;
beneficiaries.

G3

Proportion of marginalisation
problems improved by the SI

initiative, as perceived by
stakeholders.

Stakeholders taking part in the
focus group

G4
Level of effects of the SI initiative

inside the territory in the four
domains, according to the actors.

Core group; project partners;
beneficiaries.

G5
Level of effects of the SI initiative
outside the territory in the four

domains, according to the actors.

Core group; project
partners;

beneficiaries.

(Source: Based on Secco et al., [61]).

The indicators were interpreted in conjunction with qualitative information from semi-
structured interviews with experts and additional information collected from other sources
(e.g., literature review) in order to triangulate the findings. The triangulation process
provided a cross-check against inaccurate or incomplete information in order to ensure the
quality of the resulting indicators [27,65]. Finally, the findings from the evaluation were
used to draw conclusions that could potentially help with the design and implementation
of the SI initiative in future.

4. Results

In this section, we first show how challenges, which motivated the Lochcarron SI
initiative led to the reconfiguration of specific societal practices as a result of that initiative.
We reveal how CF, as an example of social innovation, reflects the key components of
the SI phenomenon and how these components enhance the impacts of CF. Although the
definition of SI and the evaluation framework enable a consideration of the reconfiguration
of social practices and then of the societal challenges, in this paper we describe the societal
challenges as an entry point for the reader to understand the context that has led to the
reconfiguring of social practices. Therefore, we should read a SI initiative as an answer
to societal challenges, leading to the reconfiguring of social practices that involve the civil society,
contains elements of novelty, and aims to increase the well-being of the society. In the second
instance, we reflect upon the impact of the SI initiative on tackling problems of rural
marginalisation.

4.1. Impact of Community Forestry as a Form of Social Innovation on the Social Dimension of
Rural Communities and on Their Well-Being
4.1.1. Response to Societal Challenges

Results from the Focus Group indicate that the CF initiative has emerged as a response
to a number of characteristics of marginalisation such as: (i) The geographical remoteness
of the community, which generates difficult access to services as well as lack of choice in ser-
vices and products available; (ii) the poor quality of the land, which restricts the number of
opportunities available for farming; and (iii) the size of the area, which increases difficulties
of communication and travel between different communities within the same area, and acts
as a further drag on governance and service provision. One of the informants observed:
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‘It’s a large area with not much infrastructure so there is not a lot of trans-
port around’, and that ‘It is a large area to administer for a community council’
(LAG001).

Other factors judged to be problematic for the area were: The poor quality of the road
network, the lack of public transport, private ownership of land, lack of businesses and
business opportunities, poor broadband internet connectivity, the lack of employment
opportunities that lead to youth out-migration, lack of affordable housing for local people,
and a lack of sense of place. Existing employment opportunities are limited to fish farming,
tourism, and the care sector.

The SI originated as a response to an opportunity open to community actors—namely,
community purchase of the forest land. After the community subscribed to the ‘Growth at
the Edge’ programme, one of their objectives was to purchase the woodland and develop
it as an asset. The community was motivated by the desire to transform a commercial
forestry plantation into a public amenity. One informant stated:

‘The community agreed that they wanted to buy the woodland and that if a
private landowner or speculator had bought it then the community would have
no input into it, and it would not benefit the community. They [the community]
didn’t want another blanket Sitka Spruce green area rather than the amenities
that we are developing’ (LAG005).

The collective needs of the community were identified as opportunities for recreation,
employment, better housing, and the availability of amenities from the woodland and their
provision to the society.

The capability of the SI idea to deal with multiple European societal challenges (B1; 0.61
[0,1]) was estimated by the informants to be moderate to high. The indicator measures the
capability of the SI initiative to simultaneously tackle multiple European societal challenges
as identified in the Europe 2020 strategy (as seen at https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/
horizon2020/en/h2020-section(s)ocietal-challenges, accessed on 12 December 2018). The
higher the capability of the social innovation initiative to deal with multiple European
societal challenges at the same time, the greater the likelihood that its impacts will spread
out across different domains.

The perception of actors was that the SI initiative had only tackled European societal
challenges in the territory in minor ways (B2; 0.39 [0,1]). The European societal challenges
listed in the interview were: health; ageing of population; income, jobs, education; sus-
tainable agriculture and food security; secure, clean and efficient energy; environment
and climate change; inclusive societies; innovative societies; secure societies; and other. In
this case study the “outcome” refers to the perception of innovators and project partners
of the impact of process on “policy” issues. The low score of the indicator is due to the
relative novelty of the SI idea and of its early stage of development. It seems unrealistic to
expect a small community to rapidly provide transformative responses to major long-term
challenges such as demography, food security, or health. Of the SI initiative’s planned
activities, some were already underway (e.g., timber harvesting, tree planting), some were
under development (e.g., the housing project and cultural activities with children and
involving the woodland), and others at the planning stage (e.g., construction of a heritage
trail within the woodland). The impact of those activities on addressing the European
challenges was beginning to be perceived or was still to come (e.g., tree planting would
take time before making an important difference in the area). Respondents expressed
hopes that the SI initiative would address some of those issues in the future (such as the
age profile of the population of the community, and community well-being). Half of the
informants mentioned that the SI was the only initiative able to satisfy the specific needs of
the territory.

https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section(s)ocietal-challenges
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section(s)ocietal-challenges
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4.1.2. Reconfiguration of Social Practices

The woodland acquisition by the community has led to a reconfiguration of the gover-
nance arrangements in relation to its ownership and management. Such a reconfiguration
was triggered mainly by societal challenges (e.g., a declining and ageing population, lo-
cation in a remote area in the Highlands of Scotland with relatively poor accessibility).
Supported by Highlands and Islands Enterprise, the community developed a five-year
plan to sustain its development and to secure ownership of the woodland.

This support was in the context of institutional and regulatory rules-in-use that pro-
vided a basis for the reconfiguration of societal practices related the woodland. Changes
in the institutional framework were significant factors in the capacity of LCDC to acquire
the woodland. The Land Reform (Scotland) Acts (2003, 2016) and the Community Em-
powerment (Scotland) Act (2015) set out the legal framework for communities to access,
acquire, and use public assets at a national level and across sectors. The National Forest
Land Scheme (2005) and the Community Asset Transfer Scheme (2015) implemented by
the Forestry Commission provided the regulatory instruments to transfer rights and re-
sponsibilities to communities. Within this legal and regulatory framework, Highlands and
Islands Enterprise (HIE, the Scottish Government’s economic and community development
agency for the region) was able to support the requirements of the LCDC to take ownership
and management rights over the woodland.

The members of the Lochcarron Community Development Company were active par-
ticipants of this novel reconfiguration though its Board (n = 8) and membership (n = 108).
As such, civil society has been fully engaged in this CF initiative. Due to these new gover-
nance arrangements, new social practices emerged such as community consultation about
the future of the woodland and woodland management decisions, and the organisation
of a community ballot (e.g., replanting, tree felling, a deer management plan, a heritage
trail). The extent of this reconfiguration process was perceived by the local actors to be
above the mid-point on a scale of 0 to 1 (A1; 0.54), on which the greater the number of
changes perceived by the actors, the more the SI process can make a difference compared
to the normal social practices used in the local context. This means that at the time of the
interviews, not all of the planned changes had taken place.

According to the interviewees, the greatest changes were in terms of governance
arrangements, followed by the creation of new relationships and personal attitudes, with
a perception of a significantly greater number of activities taking place. Amongst social
practices that were found to have been improved by the social actors were the establishment
of new relationships, change in personal attitudes, and personal empowerment. We present
the results related to changes in new relationships and new attitudes in this section while
those relating to changes in governance are presented in Section 4.1.4 (outcomes on cohesion
and well-being).

Those changes are summarised in Table 5 below.
The SI process promoted new networks of collaborative relationships including totally

new collaborations as well as collaborations from pre-existing networks. As a result, the
new network comprised a range of actors who were representative of the public and private
sector, civil society, and social enterprises. The new network comprised public agencies
that provided specific support in the application process to purchase the woodland such
as the Scottish Land Fund, Highlands, and Islands Enterprise (HIE) and Forest Research
(part of the Forestry Commission at the time of the application). It also included private
sector actors such as a consultant for technical aspects relevant to compulsory aspects
of the application process (namely conducting a woodland assessment and drafting a
woodland management plan), which lie with that of local or in-house expertise. More
generic advice and support was also provided by organisations that have been involved
with LCDC in long-lasting collaborations and networks such as Scottish Natural Heritage
(now NatureScot). Civil society was represented by people from the community who were
interested in taking a more active role in the SI initiative or its projects.
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Table 5. Summary of the main changes perceived by the case study actors.

Change Type Most Common Changes

A new network

The new network comprises the agencies that provided
support in the application process to purchase the
woodland and their connection to the Lochcarron
Community Development Company (LCDC). New
relationships have arisen with the community as forestry
operatives and a forest officer joined the LCDC (as
employees of the company) to implement proposed
activities within the woodland.

New governance
arrangement

The new governance arrangement emerged at the time of
the purchase of the woodland, when the LCDC became
the owner of the woodland instead of the Forestry
Commission. Management of the woodland was
discussed with the Forestry Commission. Governance
arrangements were said to be ‘expected to change and to
update constantly’ (LAG010)

Changes in people’s skills
‘The Board has had to learn new skills, to upskill quite
rapidly because they were suddenly given different tasks
to undertake’ (LAG010)

Changes observed in attitudes

‘It was new project for the community, and it took us [the
members of the board] a lot of work to bring the
community together and get them on board. It took some
time for them to trust us that we would deliver the
changes we said we would deliver (the woodland
acquisition process). At the beginning, there were a lot of
attitudes entrenched’. (LAG010)

Changes observed in innovative mechanisms of network
functioning

The network was said to have developed:
- Flexibility;
- The capability to embrace a new situation;
- The capability to do things in a different way.

Changes observed in public actor’s actions

The public actors appeared to become more flexible and
to be listening more to the needs of the community. In
that regard, the determination of the Community
Development Officer was judged to be critical. Indeed, as
highlighted by LAG010, ‘LAG006 would not take ‘No’ for
an answer, as a result the public institutions came to
better understand what the needs of the community are’.

Based on the interviews conducted, new governance arrangements were developed
through community consultation about the future of the woodland and woodland manage-
ment decisions (e.g., replanting, tree feeling, deer management plan), and as a result of the
establishment of new relationships and networks.

The perceived level of innovativeness in the SI process (A2; 0.44) is estimated as
medium. This result is due to the opposing perceptions of the innovativeness of the SI
process by the two informants who responded to this question. Clearly, in an ideal case,
the innovativeness of the initiative would be evaluated by a larger number of respondents.
The indicator attempts to measure the extent to which the SI network has been innovative
in relation to: (i) reconfiguration of the network with respect to the situation before it
started and (ii) the internal mechanisms of governance to run the SI process. The difference
in estimates by the two key informants might be due to their different roles in the SI
process. One of them was the Community Development Officer, who had interacted with
different partners of the network on previous projects (so did not perceive the network
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as new to the CF initiative). The other informant was a member of the Board, who
considered the network and governance procedure to be new. Despite these differences in
perceptions, the LCDC appears to be the first community in the area to have purchased
local woodland and engaged in different satellite projects that run concurrently. The
woodland previously belonged to the Forestry Commission and the community was not
consulted about its management. Since the purchase of the woodland this has changed,
with community members now involved in decision-making processes regarding its further
use and management, in collaboration with the Forestry Commission.

According to the interviews, the core actors perceived the process for establishing
the Lochcarron initiative as innovative and the capacity of the SI process to determine a
reconfiguration of social practices in terms of: (i) New relationships established, (ii) change
in personal attitudes, and (iii) personal empowerment as high. Interviewees highlighted
that the creation of new relationships, changes in the actions of public actors, and changes
in the attitudes of actors have been observed. LAG010 commented on the reconfiguration
of social practices:

‘The network started to exist and new relationships between organisations [built
up]. Also, people’s confidence increased’.

The SI promoted new attitudes in actors. In particular, network actors have been
proactive from the outset of the SI process and throughout its development, as reflected
in the processes of application and consultation. A shift in attitudes was noted amongst
members of the Board of the LCDC. They bought into the initial initiative (LAG006 and
LAG010) and became and felt moderately empowered about the process.

New attitudes were also noted from the community such as more openness of the
community, raised awareness, more interest, and greater willingness to help and engage as
reflected in the following quote:

‘It was a new project for the community, and it took us [the members of the
board] a lot of work to bring the community together and get them on board. It
took some time for them to trust us that we would deliver the changes we said
we would deliver (the woodland acquisition process). At the beginning, there
were a lot of entrenched attitudes’ (LAG010).

4.1.3. Engagement of Civil Society

The community was actively and voluntarily engaged in its own sustainable develop-
ment, embracing values such as equity, fairness, well-being of the population, and support
for biodiversity. The network was representative of public institutions, of civil society, social
enterprises, civil society organisations, and private actors. Engagement of the community
was reflected in the nature and content of the funding applications they have submitted (for
European Union and national funding), as well as the type of programmes in which they
are involved (Growth at the Edge Programme, LEADER). Public actors were represented
by Highlands and Islands Enterprise, Scottish Natural Heritage (now NatureScot), and the
Scottish Land Fund. Private sector actors include the Forest Development Officer who was
hired as a consultant to conduct the management operations related to the woodland.

Members of civil society were keen to engage in the SI initiative (D1 = 1.00), and
their participation in network meetings (D2 = 1.00). All respondents reported that their
engagement in the SI was driven by ‘serving a good cause’ and gaining a sense of fulfilment.
Those respondents intervened in the SI network either as individuals or as part of the
community development company, which is a form of civil society organisation. The
majority of the network members identified themselves as independent individuals. Their
actions and involvement with regards to the SI initiative occurred within the framework of
the LCDC, which represented both the legal entity and structure for the development of
SI-related activities.

The amount of work that the planning, establishment, and operation of the SI initiative
entailed contributed to its development and success. This was significant but difficult to
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estimate accurately. The LCDC included a full-time Community Development Officer and
three part-time forest operatives who ran projects with the community in the woodland.
This amounted to 2.5 full-time employees on the project over a period of 18 months.

It is anticipated that the time involved is an underestimate of the actual time required.
However, the contribution of Board members was more complicated to estimate as they
intervened in a voluntary capacity and volunteers do not necessarily account for their time.
One Board member mentioned being involved on a regular basis for an important period
of time during the SI process: ‘a few hours a week for 6 years’ (LAG010). LAG010 was an
active member of the Board of Directors during that time. It is likely that other members of
the Board (10 at the time of the SI process) devoted an equivalent amount of time to the
SI initiative. Having been a member of the Board for a number of years, this informant
stepped down from the Board as their involvement was not sustainable from an economic
point of view.

Civic engagement with community members is essential for the sustainability of
SI. There was some evidence of ‘fatigue’ amongst the members of the Board during the
interviews. They expressed the necessity for other members of the community to take
over. Despite the strong social capital available, civic engagement in the community was
recognised as a challenge as noted by one informant:

‘Working with volunteers in an ageing community is difficult, and younger
people are busy working. It is a chicken and egg situation. But the community is
very supportive of us, shown on Saturday night when 4 groups came together’
(LAG-005).

Procedures are in place to ensure that civic engagement is spread over a larger number
of members of the community through regular renewal of membership of the Board and
calls for volunteers to engage with the different activities led by the Lochcarron Community
Development Company.

4.1.4. Outcomes on Social Well-Being

Outcomes on social well-being derive from the use of outputs by the direct bene-
ficiaries (target population) of the project. They are behavioral changes, both intended
and unintended such as those cited previously, positive and negative, that produce new
routines, decisions, rules, and institutions. The SI project has approximately 180 direct
beneficiaries who are the members of the Lochcarron Community Development Company.

The indicator that measures the perception of beneficiaries of changes in social co-
hesion inside and outside the territory was scored highly (C1; 0.81). The estimation has
focused mainly on the effects inside the study area.

The discussion of the Focus Group referred to a number of new activities within
the community that emerged. One of the forest operatives organised the rehabilitation
of the forest, clearing, and planting of trees as well as the management of footpaths
within the forest. This group was composed of adult volunteers from the community
who found, through this activity, some benefits in terms of human health and well-being.
Targeted activities with the children consisted of tree planting, an activity through which
children would learn about native tree species. A second group, led by the second forest
operative, targeted the socio-cultural aspects of the woodland and aimed to organise
activities for people to learn more about the woodland and its history, and to learn craft
skills in relation to the opportunities offered by the woodland (e.g., green wood carving
and bushcraft courses). As a result, a heritage trail was created by which the community
would learn about the history of the woodland and its biodiversity. Another example
of a cultural activity is the re-enactment of part of the local history that related to the
woodland by children from the primary school. In the process, the children learnt about
archaeology, traditional songs, and to make up traditional costumes or outfits. All of those
activities contributed to creating social cohesion and reconnection to the community with
the woodland, an impact one member of the focus group noted as:
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‘The social innovation has had a strong impact on the sense of place and owner-
ship’ (LAG004).

The perceptions of actors of the improvements in governance aspects due to the SI
initiative (C2) was measured in relation to:

(i) The improvement of the following positive aspects of governance (i.e., more op-
tions for citizens engagement, open consultation with stakeholders, voice given to
minorities, good gender balance, good transparency, new policy initiatives);

(ii) A total of six negative aspects on governance (i.e., overwhelming bureaucracy, obso-
lete and rigid legal frameworks, brittle and inflexible public administrations, conflict
of interests and corruption, poor quality of public services, and weakness of market
and economy).

The improvement in governance refers to a reinforcement of positive aspects of gov-
ernance and to a reduction in the negative ones, and was judged to be above average
(C2 = 0.58). This highlighted that if some improvement had been noted (e.g., opportu-
nities for citizens engagement, open consultation with stakeholders, and voice given to
minorities), the SI initiative had little power of leverage over other aspects beyond the
scope of the initiative and the remit of LCDC (e.g., bureaucracy, legal frameworks, and the
quality of public services). In addition to the willingness to satisfy the needs of the territory
and improve all aspects of governance, addressing those challenges is a requirement of
the grant funding received by the SI actors. According to the Scottish Land Fund, CF
implementers ‘have to demonstrate the community adhesion to the project as well as the
benefits for the community’ (LAG003).

4.1.5. Perceived Innovativeness of the Implemented Initiative

The process of implementation of the SI initiative (e.g., woodland acquisition, network
development) was perceived as having a low level of innovativeness, whereas overall
the project has been perceived by the SI actors and beneficiaries involved as “above the
mid-point in regard to innovativeness” (E1 = 0.63). The higher the internal validation of
innovativeness of the SI initiative, the higher the likelihood it will produce innovative
results. According to a key member of the core group:

‘It [woodland acquisition by the community] has never been done here’ (LAG006).

The newly established CF initiative aims to manage community land and associated assets
for the benefit of the community and the public in general, and to advance the education
of the community about environment, culture, and history, as well as advance the arts,
heritage, culture, and science. The acquisition of the woodland, which was the focus of the
SI initiative led by the community, was driven by the understanding that the woodland
was an asset of the community that could be made available and provide amenities for
future generations.

Experts who had insight to the processes both within and outside the territory es-
timated the external validation of the innovativeness of the SI initiative as being above
average (E2 = 0.58), slightly lower than E1. One participant reported that ‘Lochcarron is one
good example of an innovative community in the Biosphere reserve’ and that ‘they have
built their asset base and that is a really good result’ (LAG002). The higher the perceived
level of innovativeness of the SI initiative, the more it can offer as an example to other
communities.

4.2. Impact of the Social Innovation Initiative on Tackling Problems of Rural Marginalisation
4.2.1. Impacts Across Domains

The reconfiguration of social practices as a result of the SI initiative seeks to enhance
outcomes for societal well-being that translate into: (i) economic benefits (local employment
and business opportunities); (ii) societal benefits (reduction of fuel poverty and increasing
well-being through access to recreational woodland); (iii) environmental benefits (inclusion
of a mix of broadleaved tree species within the existing pinewood plantation with the
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view to increasing the biodiversity of the woodland); (iv) institutional/governance benefits
(increased opportunities for citizen to participate in decisions that concern their own
development and future). Our findings show that the SI was designed with the aim of
improving the quality of life for local inhabitants, which in turn can support the local
economy and the return to traditional forms of farming, livestock and traditional crafts.

The SI has generated a range of impacts across the environmental, economic, social
and institutional/governance domains. The overall impact of the SI initiative across
domains was judged to be moderate to high (F_actors = 0.71). The scoring of each of the
different domains was above the mid-point of the scale (F_inst = 0.58), with the scoring of
3 indicators scoring above 0.70, as indicated in Figure 1 below.
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The Focus Group stressed that the SI has considerable potential to address the needs
identified in terms of local incomes, social cohesion and well-being, environment and
barriers of public administration. The woodland project has created part time jobs, at the
level of a few days a month, for the forest operatives and for the forest manager. The
forest operatives’ contracts lasted 187 months. These jobs are based upon the activities
developed in the woodland. Our findings indicated that following implementation of
the Social Innovation, new products and services are being provided for the community,
the types of which reflect the multifunctional nature of the woodland. These products
include: fuel wood for the community, timber, and a recreational area for children and the
community as a whole.

‘Firewood is available to the community. 100 customers regularly take firewood
(for sale). There is a delivery once a week in a 15 miles radius of Lochcarron
village. The timber is available in 3 m lengths or chopped bags (half ton). It is
delivered, dropped off at the back door’(LAG006).

‘Also funding in place to build a rustic shelter with composting toilet for schoolchil-
dren, someone (sawmill owner) will donate the timber’ (LAG006).

4.2.2. Scale, Effect of Impact and Effectiveness of the Social Innovation

The local actors who were engaged in the SI process believed they were able to make
a difference through the SI initiative (G1 = 0.89). Their overall level of satisfaction with the
results of the SI initiative was above average (G2 = 0.67).
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The proportion of marginalisation problems improved by the SI initiative was per-
ceived to be just above average (G3 = 0.59). The SI initiative is perceived to have marginally
reduced the constraints due to physical geography, such as remoteness. Those constraints
were perceived to be more systemic and linked to the physical environment. Other con-
straints mentioned were infrastructural issues and access limitations (defined as poor
quality of roads, poor internet networks, and lack of business opportunities), and socio-
economic conditions (defined here as small and ageing population, lack of employment
opportunities, and youth out-migration). While the SI initiative could not address some
issues (such as poor quality of the roads and poor internet networks), it is possible to create
impacts on other infrastructural and socio-economic dimensions.

The impact of the SI initiative was judged to be higher inside the territory (G4 = 0.77 [0,1])
than outside the territory (G5 = 0.64). This is because the SI is a local process, triggered in
response to local problems. It is also recognised that it is difficult for local actors to judge the
impact of a local initiative beyond the local area and that an external perspective would be
required to provide suitable evidence.

5. Discussion

The development of the SI initiative has opened access to a network of actors with
expertise in financing community development initiatives and on-the-ground woodland
management. This has created operational impacts, influencing its delivery on the ground
and the willingness of the local community to test new ideas and initiatives, notably with
the younger generation and community entrepreneurs. In the following, we reflect upon
our research questions in light of the SI and CF literature. We also present policy recom-
mendations and discuss the role of SI and CF in supporting the recovery of rural areas.

5.1. Impacts of Community Forestry as a Form of Social Innovation on the Social Dimension of
Rural Communities and on Their Well-Being

Community forestry (CF) in Scotland embraces a diversity of configurations of actors,
networks, and governance arrangements, and community woodlands are managed to
achieve several objectives: commercial, recreational, and well-being. Our results demon-
strate that if the technical management of the woodland needed to achieve some degree of
financial sustainability, its acquisition was mainly motivated by the community’s desire
to obtain increased social benefits from the woodland. Those benefits belonged to three
categories of impacts: processes, outputs, and outcomes (as described in) [19,28] that all
contributed to improving the social dimension of the community, potentially leading to
long-lasting change.

In terms of processes, the operation of the SI initiative contributed to building the
capacity of local actors in developing technical and personal skills with regards to grant
application and project management, environmental management and monitoring, report-
ing and interpreting characteristics of the woodland, communication, and community
advocacy. The social learning underpinning the SI process resulted in outcomes such as
increased connectivity and trust between local actors [2,50], and consequently developed
the social capital of the community.

The reconfiguration process was underpinned by a narrative about community wood-
lands, the environment, and community empowerment that has been described and
analysed in detail in Vercher et al., [21]. This narrative contributed to creating community
cohesion around a common goal and bringing together efforts for it to be achieved. In terms
of outputs, individuals were able to benefit from products and services such as fuel wood
and the possibility of participating in recreational activities related to the woodland. Those
translated further into outcomes such as reduced fuel poverty and increased well-being.
These results are in line with some of the purposes and functions of community woodland
groups [23] that seek to fulfil material needs but also aim to impact dimensions other
than the purely economic. Next, beyond outcomes reported in the literature, the process
of interacting with the woodland in diverse ways helped to reconnect the local actors to
the history and the geography of the place and led them to develop a range of human
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values (doing, belonging, and respecting) such as those described by Sarkki et al. [20] and
contributed to an increased sense of place and ownership.

5.2. Types, Extents, and Scale of the Impacts of Socially Innovative CF in Marginalised
Rural Areas
5.2.1. Impacts Across Domains

Impacts in the environmental domain relate to the regeneration of the biodiversity
of the woodland. These impacts comprise increasing the quality of the woodland by
replacing fallen trees with native species and improving the access to it for the benefit of
the community. Our results are consistent with other studies on the impacts of community
woodland [19] and the trend of community woodlands in the UK.

The next category of impacts considered is that of social impacts. Impacts related to
social cohesion within the community, well-being, and health are reported in the literature
on the impacts of community woodlands [19]. In addition to those impacts, our study
also reports such impacts with regards to sense of place and ownership of the woodland.
The cultural activities that have been implemented in the woodland have contributed to
reviving the culture, history, and traditions associated with the woodland and community.
Both children and adults have benefited from those activities. In particular, the children’s
re-enactment of aspects of local history has brought together the community, fostering and
reinforcing its cohesion and connection to the place and environment. By engaging with
the woodland through a diversity of activities, the community developed relational values
as described in Sarkki et al. [20].

Impacts in the economic domain relate to employment creation and the amount of
work (paid and unpaid) dedicated by the different community members to the SI. This
type of data tends to be difficult to assess, in particular the amount of unpaid work devoted
by volunteers. In the local context, the capacity of the SI to create those jobs—even though
they were limited in time and subject to the provision of additional funding—was critical to
generating impact. Indeed, funding the CDO post was fundamental to the emergence and
development of the SI initiative. This role was essential in securing additional funding for
the range of activities that were deployed in relation to the woodland and, in particular, in
generating the three part-time jobs that sustained the delivery of the activities related to the
woodland. Here we highlight the multiplier effects generated by the initial funding granted
to the community and its importance in generating impact over the medium and long term
as well as in increasing it in the short term. Without this initial, secure funding over a
period that allowed the community to draft its initial plan and implement the first set of
relevant activities, it would have been difficult or even impossible to reach the same level of
impact. It would be interesting to further understand what the minimum amount of time
and set of conditions (e.g., funding) are for a community-led initiative to be sustainable.

Finally, a focus on the governance and institutional domain revealed that the SI
initiative generated positive impacts at the local scale of governance but had limited impact
at higher scales of governance, beyond the remit of the community development company
and the boundaries of the community. Avelino et al. [66] distinguish between different
scales of change and argue that for SI to be transformative, it needs to ‘challenge, alter, or
replace dominant institutions in the social context’ [67]. Our results indicate that despite
the community having more opportunity to contribute and successfully engage in local-
level decision making, the functioning of higher-level institutions seems to have remained
unaltered and no change or relatively little change occurred at the system level. This
finding is in line with criticisms of SI as a ‘panacea’, with higher-level territorial actors still
being able to evade their responsibilities for addressing systemic territorial challenges.

5.2.2. Scale and Extent of Impacts

Our results highlight that the impact of the SI initiative is mostly local and close to the
local actors both physically, structurally, and in terms of scale of governance. This aligns
with results obtained in different European countries [7].
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Next, we discuss the scale and extent of impacts in relation to spatial scale, temporal
scale, and scale of governance.

In terms of environmental impact, the improvement in the quality of the woodland
was a type of impact that had started to be felt by the community (i.e., an immediate
improvement in the quality of the woodland’s benefits due to increased access for the local
community). This impact also had a cumulative effect that would increase over time, as
trees grow and the resulting mix of species transform the woodland ecosystem into a more
pleasant environment for the local community and a more favourable ecosystem that is
able to provide habitats for a wide range of species. This temporal dimension has also
been highlighted in the previous section on economic impacts when discussing multiplier
effects that are likely to increase over time and as the initiative develops.

The SI initiative has had more impacts within, than outside, the territory. This could
be due to the goal and nature of the initiative that aimed to answer unmet local needs. The
local actors did not necessarily have interests in producing impacts beyond the boundaries
of their localities. Furthermore, local stakeholders did not necessarily have the means to
create impact beyond the local level. As the results have shown, the resources available
to the community to develop their initiative were limited (staff and volunteer time, skills,
and network) and prioritised to meet local needs. Those results are in line with the
current literature [7]. That being said, it was too early to assess some of the impacts in the
environmental dimension such as, for example, the potential impact of increased diversity
of the woodland on creating ecological corridors enabling animal species migration at
the landscape level. This limitation is common in evaluation approaches and calls for the
repetition of the evaluation at several points in time to gather longitudinal data and to
account for the dependence between time and the other scales of impact assessment [19].

5.3. Policy Recommendations for Social Innovation in Rural Areas

This study presents a successful example of SI in the context of CF in which the
community has been positively impacted upon by the SI and other impacts are still to unfold
over time. However, the woodland acquisition process has not been a straightforward
journey for the community. Nor has it been completed at little cost. While policy and
institutional support, combined with strong civil society engagement, are usually needed
to drive social innovations and impact on accustomed practices [24,50], in this section,
we would propose recommendations for policy that aims to sustain the emergence and
development of SI in rural areas.

The LCDC case study demonstrated something that has long been understood by
participants in community initiatives, that is, while community volunteers are essential
drivers of social innovations at the early stages, they lack the resources or energy to continue
indefinitely. Thus, in the case of the LCDC, while the seed for the idea of a CF-based local
development initiative came from a group of volunteers, the survival and continuity of the
initiative was only assured once funding for the salary of the Community Development
Officer had been secured.

The first, and most important policy recommendation is for mechanisms that enable
the rapid provision of support of the salary of a full-time employee dedicated to each
initiative. This is likely to be cheaper than supporting large, centrally-funded development
programmes. Such larger programmes are also likely to favour larger bodies with the
appropriate managerial structures, over small community groups.

A second recommendation is to address the significant deficiency in local governance.
Approaches could be to grant the authority for managing stronger policy instruments to
lower and more local levels of governance, such as community councils or area partner-
ships, with staff dedicated to capacity building and providing support for community
initiatives. Where local-scale governance is weak, wider use could be made of these
bridging organisations. However, this becomes feasible and easier to realise in practice if
institutional reforms are introduced at the most appropriate level (e.g., locally or regionally,
following a principle of vertical subsidiarity), and institutions with the legal status to accept
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funds can be established rapidly. In some cases, they cannot access facilities or resources
provided by national governments, or the EU, because they do not have the status of ‘rural
enterprises’ or ‘businesses’. There is a lack of organisation with a suitable legal status. In
this study, the LCDC emerged to replace and account for this weakness, a phenomenon
observed in different contexts across the UK [10].

Thirdly, policy measures and associated processes can have a decisive impact on the
well-being of communities due to public policy being, often, a significant driver of change
in rural areas [26]. Yet, a complaint often made regarding the European Union-led LEADER
rural development programme is that the procedures for obtaining funding for community
projects are too onerous. Development funding applications could be simplified signifi-
cantly, with institutions such as the previously mentioned area partnerships providing the
types of information required by the funding body to accompany the application prepared
by the local community. The process could be further assisted through a shift from a focus
on businesses to a focus on civil society-based organisations being eligible to apply for
funds and resources. If the LCDC case is an example of a focus on a civil-society-based
organisation, the shift yet has to be operated in other European countries (e.g., Spain, Italy).

Finally, the LCDC case has revealed the importance of the types of resources (volunteer
resources, human and social capital, requirement for economic viability, information, and
capacity to search for information) necessary for the SI initiative to be taken through
to completion, and its maintenance on the long term. Those resources are key factors
in determining the success or failure of SI as demonstrated by Kluvankova et al. [38].
However, different communities have different levels of human capital, so funding should
be enclosed to ensure that less well-equipped communities are not disadvantaged (see
also [68]). From a research and evaluation point of view, unpacking the relationships
between SI and social and human capital and focusing on indicators aimed to capture
those types of impacts will help answer policy needs and fill a gap in current evaluations
of policies targeting rural development such as, for example, the LEADER program [57].

5.4. Potential for Social Innovation and Community Forestry for the Recovery of Rural Areas after
the COVID-19 Crisis

Rural areas are vulnerable to shocks as they tend to have fewer resources, less access
to social services, an older population profile, and be affected by marginalisation [4,69–71].
They tend to be heavily reliant on industries that have been affected by the COVID-19
pandemic such as recreation and tourism. As a result, the Covid-19 crisis has had negative
impacts on employment, overall life satisfaction, mental health, and economic outlook
across sex, age, ethnicity, and education [69].

Hepburn et al. [72] discuss the benefits of directing ‘investment towards a produc-
tive and balanced portfolio of sustainable physical capital, human capital, social capital,
intangible capital, and natural capital assets’. In Scotland, the Report of the Advisory
Group on Economic Recovery [17] made policy recommendations to invest in Scotland’s
natural capital, supporting the design and implementation of carbon positive businesses
and multi-functional land use. Our findings in Lochcarron show how social innovation
can provide investment in these capitals and that encouraging multi-functional use of the
community woodland can create positive impacts. As such, encouraging SI in CF could
provide one element in a recovery strategy from COVID-19 and form part of an accelerated
approach to wider reforms of support for empowering communities.

During the constraints on movement as a result of the COVID-related lockdowns,
the importance of human contact with nature for health and well-being appear to have
increased fostering ‘Nurture and Recreation’ as well as ‘Inspiration and Nourishment’
values [73]. Woodlands offer considerable potential for green care-based initiatives (e.g.,
forest bathing and forest therapy), adding to the multiple benefits already identified above.

A consequence of COVID-19 could be greater connectivity between local people and
their community woodlands, including people who were not initially supportive of the
initiative, thus improving the prospects of positive impacts over the longer term.
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6. Conclusions

This paper explored key themes linking social innovation with community forestry,
and provided a detailed assessment of the impacts of a particular community forestry
social innovation initiative in the Highlands of Scotland. We assessed the process of
reconfiguration of the ownership and management of Kirkton woodland, which led to
the acquisition of the provision of new products and services. The community acquired a
previously state-owned forest, which it planned to manage to obtain benefits for improved
human health and well-being and other ecosystems services (the innovative idea). This
led to an innovative process of reconfiguring the network, governance arrangements,
and attitudes within members of the community organisation and the wider community
(Lochcarron Community Development Company from 2015 onwards).

Positive impacts were created around the revitalisation of a rural area and the empow-
erment of the local community. Within the governance structures of the social innovation,
members of the community now discuss project ideas, identify opportunities for grants, and
apply for funding. The wider community is involved in the processes of decision-making
regarding the future use of the woodland through processes of community consultations.
Since the acquisition of the woodland, the community has established new connections
with a wider network of organisations involved in woodland management and community
development. They contract experts and expert knowledge to address technical issues for
which there is not the relevant human capital within the community.

The positive impacts of this social innovation are evident by the active management
of the woodland to achieve a range of different objectives, and the provision of new
products and services to the community. Those services include wood fuel and timber for
local households and a recreational area for children and the wider community. Those
positive impacts continue with new initiatives such as the creation of a heritage trail
within the woodland and a scoping study for housing on some of the woodland plots.
Collectively, these provide evidence of increased local social capital, leading to strategic,
operational, and instrumental impacts of social innovation. In view of the recent pandemic,
social innovation in community forestry could provide one element in a recovery strategy
from COVID-19. Policy recommendations include providing adequate financial support,
capacity building, and partnership building to sustain social innovation initiatives over the
medium to long term.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Value of indicators reflecting the social innovation dimensions and impact of the social innovation and its extent.

Indicators, Reflecting the Social
Innovation Dimensions. Value

Indicators, Reflecting
Impact of the Social

Innovation and its Extent
Value

Reconfiguration of societal practices A1 0.54

Domains of Impact

F_actors 0.71
A2 0.44 F_soc 0.77

Response to societal challenges B1 0.61 F_eco 0.70
B2 0.39 F_env 0.72

Outcomes on social wellbeing C1 0.81 F_ins 0.58
C2 0.30

Scale and effect of Impact

G1 0.67
Engagement of civil society D1 1.00 G2 0.77

D2 1.00 G3 0.64

Perceived innovativeness E1 0.63 G4 0.89E2 0.58
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