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Recent public policies increasingly emphasize the role of communities in service co-production.
Collaboration between the state and the public is frequently associated with social enterprise
activities. However, the assumption that social enterprises can be successfully built and developed
in remote and rural areas might be faulty. Current policy does not recognize contextual factors
relating to rural social enterprise development. Drawing on a qualitative study in the Highlands of
Scotland the article questions the role of social enterprise in creating sustainable rural commu-
nities; it presents promoters and barriers to rural social enterprise development. Findings suggest
that although rural communities do not control all the conditions that affect them, they have the
ability to adapt to some structural features. This means that in spite of social and economic
challenges, rural communities might benefit from rural social enterprise through practising

‘adaptive capacity’.
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communities (Cabinet Office, 2010a, b;
Conservative Party, 2010a, b; DTI, 2002,
2006). Recent economic crises exhibit a
need to introduce new approaches facilitat-
ing public sector service delivery and to
create more sustainable economic and
social systems. A paternalistic dependence
on the welfare state has been criticized and
alternative ways towards citizens’ participa-
tion in the design and delivery of services
started being promoted (Cabinet Office,
2010a, b; Conservative Party, 2010a, b;
Scottish Executive, 2007; Scottish
Government, 2010c). As the conventional
model of service delivery does no longer
address social and economic challenges
and fails to recognize service users’
strengths and assets, co-production could
present a way of transforming public ser-
vices helping to deal with current public
spending cuts, an ageing society and rising
public expectations for personalized high
quality services (Boyle et al., 2010).

The delivery of services by non-state
players (Reed and Stanley, 2005), including
elements of social welfare (Milligan and
Fyfe, 2004), is promoted and social enter-
prises are increasingly looked on to provide
a proportion of social services. Recent
policy advocates ‘a society where people
come together to solve problems and
improve life for themselves and their com-
munities; a society where the leading force
for progress is social responsibility, not
state control’ (Conservative Party, 2010a:
1). It is suggested that this will lead to the
development of individual capacity,
increased community confidence and social
capital (Boyle et al., 2010; Leadbeater, 2007,
Needham, 2007). Moreover, it is believed
that social enterprises can contribute to
the improved delivery of services, stronger
and more resilient communities, and
empowered people collaborating with the
state in order to achieve social, economic
and environmental benefits (DTI, 2002,
2006; Social Enterprise UK, 2011). Claims

are made indicating that through setting up
and running social enterprises communities
will engage in service co-production build-
ing sustainable communities (Conservative
Party, 2010a, b). This suggests that people
will take some responsibility for organizing
services traditionally delivered by the state.

Expectations for communities are high.
However, less attention is paid to imple-
menting this idealistic approach indicating
that communities will ‘do things for them-
selves’ (NCVO, 2011). For instance, the
assumption that social enterprises can be
successfully built and developed in remote
and rural areas might be faulty. In spite of
the fact that ‘rural social enterprises are a
particular feature in Scotland delivering
important services in remote communities,
with 35 per cent of Scottish social enter-
prises being rural based’ (Scottish
Executive, 2007: 11-12), there are no poli-
cies specifically addressing the issues of
remote and rural social enterprises; thus
implying that there is no difference between
setting up social enterprises in urban and
rural areas. Limited understanding of how
remote and rural social enterprises function
might, therefore, weaken those businesses
and their rural communities. To avoid the
latter, it is necessary to investigate what
drives development of rural social enter-
prises and what are the promoters and bar-
riers to their growth.

As there is high enthusiasm at a policy
level presenting social enterprises as a pan-
acea to current social and economic chal-
lenges and as there is little research
evidence on how social enterprises emerge
in rural locations, this article explores the
question: Can social enterprise contribute
to creating sustainable rural communities?

The article begins by providing informa-
tion on social enterprises and the challenges
of setting up and running such organiza-
tions in rural locations. Then, the research
methodology is presented and underpin-
nings of structuration theory, which is
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used as a theoretical lens enriching data
analysis and findings, are explained.
Following that, findings identifying the
role of rural social enterprise in creating
sustainable  rural = communities  are
described. The article presents implications
of the study for politicians, practitioners
and researchers and comments on whether
rural social enterprises can contribute to
rural development. Finally, the article con-
cludes with the contribution of the study in
generating understanding of rural social
enterprise and processes associated with its
creation.

Background
Notion of social enterprise

Social enterprises are businesses that pro-
vide services, goods and trade for a social
purpose and operate independently of the
state (DTI, 2002, 2006). The focus of
social enterprises is on generating social,
environmental and economic benefits
through enterprising activity. Social enter-
prises trade like mainstream businesses.
Earned income has two functions: first, it
supports fulfilling social objectives and,
second, it represents a drive towards finan-
cial self-sufficiency (Dees et al., 2001; Mair
and Marti, 2006; Parkinson and Howorth,
2008; Peredo and McLean, 2006;
Thompson, 2002). Thus, social enterprises
possess a strong social mission that is char-
acteristic of the third sector and the entre-
preneurial skills of the private sector
(Anderson and Dees, 2002; Dees, 1998;
Shaw and Carter, 2007); they aim to create
sustainable and healthy communities and
this is a key aspect in promoting social
enterprises (Nicholls, 2006, 2008; Nicholls
and Cho, 2008). Here, to clarify, sustain-
ability refers to the interconnections of
social, economic and environmental factors
in order to fulfil current and future needs
(Milman and Short 2008). Hence,

sustainable communities attempt to main-
tain and improve their social, economic
and environmental characteristics so that
residents can continue to lead healthy, pro-
ductive and enjoyable lives (Kenyon, 2002).
In the current economic climate, when the
UK Governments attempt to find more suf-
ficient and sustainable ways of service deliv-
ery, social enterprises present a potential
solution bringing together business and
social action, and combining needs of com-
munities and the state (Kerlin, 2010).

Social enterprises in remote and rural
contexts

Despite the fact that a large proportion of
social enterprises is located in rural areas
(Harding 2006), rural social enterprise is
under-researched (Munoz, 2011) and a lim-
ited extent of writings exist within this
theme (Clark et al., 2007; Zografos, 2007).
In relation to remote and rural communi-
ties, academic papers tend to focus on the
wider third sector organizations including
charities, voluntary organizations and
local community initiatives (Fyfe, 2005;
Fyfe and Milligan, 2003; Randle and
Dolnicar, 2009); these often relate to, for
example, rural governance, community
empowerment, regeneration, difficulties
with providing public services (Farmer
et al., 2011; Liang, 2001; Thurston et al.,
2005) and not directly to challenges associ-
ated with setting up and running social
enterprises in the rural context. This is sur-
prising because remote and rural areas face
a number of social and economic challenges
(Vias, 2009) and, as such, social enterprises
could play an important role in enhancing
sustainability of rural communities. While
governments in the UK intermittently
acknowledge that services are complex to
provide in  rural areas  (Scottish
Government, 2010a, b), they appear reluc-
tant to write specific policy for rural social
enterprises (DTI, 2006; Scottish Executive,
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2007). However, the general environment
and context in which social enterprises
operate have an impact on the extent to
which they are sustainable (Farmer et al.,
2008).

There are factors which suggest that pro-
duction of services by communities might be
successful. For instance, rural citizens might
draw upon traditional rural strengths—
strong mutual knowledge, sense of commu-
nity and social cohesion (Shucksmith et al.,
1996). Social networks are denser in rural,
as compared with urban, settings (Hofferth
and Iceland, 1998), with resulting outcomes
of high levels of trust and active civic par-
ticipation (Dale and Onyx, 2005)—key
components of the social capital associated
with social enterprise development. The
existence of co-dependence, reciprocity and
collective activity would also imply that
rural areas appear to represent a perfect
nurturing ground for social enterprises
(Granovetter, 2005; Kay, 2003;
Shucksmith et al., 1996). Those living in
remote areas display a greater propensity
to engage in social rather than commercial
entrepreneurship compared with those
living in urban areas and this is because
some marginalized groups often display a
culture of entrepreneurship that is notice-
ably more socially orientated (Williams,
2007). Consequently, the role of social
enterprise in rural service provision may
be promising.

The benefits of social enterprises for
rural areas described are that, by using a
bottom-up approach, services provided
will more appropriately meet local needs
and, by doing this, satisfy the distinctive
needs of local communities (Budd, 2003;
DTI, 2006; Kay, 2003; OECD, 2008;
Osborne et al., 2002). Working collectively
creates social capital and builds confidence
that can be applied to other community
issues (Mandl et al., 2007). Rural social
enterprises are able to build human capac-
ity, i.e. ‘cells of people’ forming a lobby that

put pressure on council officers and mem-
bers to find ways of continuing to support
socially orientated projects (Clark et al.,
2007).

Conversely, there are elements of culture,
human capacity and the legal and financial
context that might militate against the
involvement of local rural residents in ser-
vice provision through social enterprises.
Given their already diminished experience
of service provision, they may resent its fur-
ther imposition on themselves. The commu-
nity involvement is also questionable, i.e.
rural community involvement depends on:
physical geography and local environment;
the extent and complexity of regeneration
programmes and agencies in the area; the
nature of human and social capital and
social exclusion; the strength of the local
voluntary and community infrastructure;
and the nature of local political relation-
ships (Osborne et al., 2004). Rural commu-
nities might demand professional help
provided by the state—associating social
enterprise provision with erosion of rural
services. Those involved in informal recip-
rocal ‘favour-giving’ might be suspicious of
receiving services from, and hesitant to con-
tribute work to, organizations such as social
enterprises which might be perceived to run
formal entrepreneurial activity
(Steinerowski et al., 2008). Rural places
are comprised of contesting groups whose
positions and conspicuousness are height-
ened by small populations living in proxim-
ity in isolation. Connections between
community members may encourage differ-
ential experiences of support (Munro and
Carlisle, 1998). In addition, there may be a
limited number of people in rural commu-
nities with appropriate skills and willingness
to participate (OECD, 2008).

It has been noted that only a small
number of rural social enterprises are able
to achieve financial stability from trading
(Clark et al., 2007). Wariness that social
enterprises substitute for unsuccessful state



Steinerowski and Steinerowska-Streb

171

or local authority provision of rural services
has been noted (Zografos, 2007). There is a
mismatch between policy expectations and
the lived reality of community-based social
entrepreneurship, as the majority of social
enterprises—especially those engaged in
community development and those located
in areas of disadvantage—are not, and are
unlikely ever to be, financially sustainable
(Farmer et al., 2008). The financial stability
of rural social enterprises is debatable; in
order to survive the organizations fre-
quently need matched funding (Farmer
et al., 2008; Steinerowski et al., 2008). An
‘authentic’ civil society movement rather
than rural social enterprises institutionally
‘manufactured’ by local development agen-
cies is questioned (Hodgson, 2004;
Steinerowski et al., 2010). The problematic
historical and geographical context of some
rural communities (e.g. lack of cooperation)
might damage rural social enterprise crea-
tion (Clark et al., 2007). As such, the exis-
tence of rural social enterprises and their
ability to build sustainable rural communi-
ties might be questioned.

Given these conducive and non-conducive
factors affecting the development of social
enterprise in rural service provision, the
courses of development processes and the
degree of success of rural social enterprise
are hard to predict. The question of the fea-
sibility of producing sustainable social enter-
prisesin rural areas may also be pertinent and
has not been addressed in policy. Research
evidence exploring how social enterprises
operate in remote and rural areas is limited.
Assuming that social enterprise is ‘a good
thing’, a question remains as to whether it
can develop and contribute to creating sus-
tainable rural communities.

Theoretical underpinnings: Applying
Giddens’ structuration theory (1984)

Structuration theory works on the basis of
attempting to resolve a basic (but

fundamentally irresolvable) debate relating
to the relationship between structure and
agency. An understanding of structuration
theory is that there is a link between indi-
vidual choices and structural, contextual
social forces. A key feature of Giddens’
structuration theory (1984) is that structure
is not static and definitive but forming and
formative. It argues that agency is not only
shaped by the structure but also that, over
time, agency is able to reconstruct the struc-
ture; agents continue to possess a level of
freedom within the structure which enables
them to modify it (Giddens, 1984). As a
result, changes occur. In other words, struc-
tures are produced, and then reproduced,
through interaction with agents. Agents
bring change and are implicated in creating
other new structures and agents (Giddens,
1984; Jack and Anderson, 2002). This
means that agents can be simultaneously
enabled and constrained by the structure.
Now, it is arguable that the appearance
of social enterprise is closely related to
forces existing in ‘the structure’. Nicholls
(2008) identifies ‘market failures’ and simul-
tanecous ‘social challenges’ addressed by
social entrepreneurs; one of them relates to
the political context and the failure to pro-
vide sufficient public goods; this is an ele-
ment of the context which is associated with
the rise of social enterprise. The socially
entrepreneurial reaction to market failure
and perceived social failure has been
expressed within and outside government.
In one way, in many countries there has
been a movement towards ‘reinventing’
government (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992;
Weerawardena and Mort, 2006). This
involves instilling more entrepreneurial
ways of thinking into the public sector in
order to enhance its efficiency and impact.
On the other hand, as some governments
have increasingly retreated from their tradi-
tional role as providers of public services,
new ways of service provision have
emerged. These, as noted by Nicholls
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(2008), have frequently taken the form of
organizations that mix public and private
agendas. In the UK, for example, the move-
ment has been characterized by the “Third
Way’ and later by the ‘Big Society’ (Cabinet
Office, 2010a, b; Conservative Party, 2010a,
b; Giddens, 1998, 2000, 2002). So, this
‘political failure’ could be seen as a factor
influencing the rise of social enterprise.

Thus, the current policy climate nurtures
and promotes the concept of social enter-
prise and there is an undeniable link
between the development of policy and the
emergence of social enterprises. Yet, stan-
dardized policy interventions are not effec-
tive; rather, ‘success’ is seen as a product of
a range of place-specific factors (Amin
et al., 2002). This would suggest that partic-
ular success factors are strictly associated
with a particular place. Still, the policy
encourages entrepreneurs; simultaneously,
their emergence encourages others and
shapes the structural conditions (for exam-
ple, legal and financial) and societal condi-
tions (for example, the extent to which
people come to accept social enterprise
as a legitimate form of service provision)
for the development of further social enter-
prise. In other words, there is the poten-
tial for a duality, where the agent and the
structure co-construct. Therefore, it is per-
tinent to look at what is there, within the
context, that acts as a promoter and a bar-
rier to the development of rural social
enterprises.

Considering findings through the lens of
structuration theory may help to predict
whether social enterprise itself is a feasible
concept, what needs to be done to help sus-
tain it, or the extent to which social enter-
prise is a ‘hothouse flower’ bred by
governments. Now, the study presented
here accepts the concept of structuration
theory, rather than testing it. Structuration
theory is used to consider the role of struc-
ture and agency in the emergence, develop-
ment and stability of rural social enterprise.

Methodology
Sample and research techniques

The research was carried out in the
Highlands and Islands; the area has a pop-
ulation of 373,000, covers 39,050 square
kilometres and is one of the most sparsely
populated areas of the European Union
(Highlands and Islands Enterprise, 2011).
To explore the field under investigation, a
qualitative approach to data collection was
adopted. A range of views and perspectives
from social enterprise stakeholders were
obtained using snowball sampling. The use
of snowball sampling is particularly appro-
priate when it is difficult to identify mem-
bers of the desired population or when the
population is inaccessible (Bryman and Bell,
2007; Saunders et al., 2003); such was the
case with this study. Snowball sampling
enabled identification of respondents who
were hard to locate.

In the first stage of the study, 35 individ-
ual face-to-face, semi-structured interviews
were conducted with social enterprise stake-
holders including: (1) social entrepreneurs
(this group was considered to be important
as it is responsible for setting up and run-
ning social enterprises), (2) social enterprise
employees and volunteers (this is a vital
group which facilitates—voluntarily or
through paid employment—social enter-
prise activities on a daily basis), (3) politi-
cians (this group was included as it is
significant in shaping social enterprise sup-
port and influencing future policy direc-
tions), and (4) service providers
(perception of this group was of interest
due to the potential of social enterprise to
contribute to service delivery). This
approach enabled the views of different
groups of social enterprise stakeholders to
be captured, allowing for broad exploration
from different perspectives. In addition,
including a range of social enterprise share-
holders supported an analysis of structural



Steinerowski and Steinerowska-Streb

173

factors shaping social
development.

The interviews provided initial findings
which thereafter were verified, confirmed
and extended in the second stage of the
study wusing three heterogeneous focus
group discussions. This approach led to
cross-stakeholder group discussions, i.e. dif-
ferent stakeholders, possessing varying
experiences and opinions, developed diverse
lines of arguments, and exciting conversa-
tions and interactions amongst participants.
This triangulation of the data (literature
review, followed by interviews, followed by
focus groups) increased the credibility and
validity of the study results.

Interviews and focus groups were tran-
scribed; all transcripts were initially read
by a key investigator and samples were
also, independently, read by two other
researchers. Emerging themes were dis-
cussed and consensus reached on an initial
coding schedule. This was used as a basis
for systematic analysis of transcripts using
N-Vivo qualitative data analysis software.
Further iterations of analysis using N-Vivo
occurred following feedback on initial
coding.

enterprise

Findings

This section presents the findings of the
study. Initially, empirical findings describ-
ing promoters and barriers to rural social
enterprise development are considered.
After this, structuration theory is used to
take another perspective of rural social
enterprise.

Promoters to rural social enterprises

The study findings identified the fact that
remote and rural settings, usually perceived
as antagonistic and harsh to business, offer
some beneficial conditions on which social
enterprises might draw. These include:

market context; a culture of self-help; sup-
port from rural communities; and the small
size of a social enterprise.

Market context

Small numbers of clients sparsely located
deter commercial enterprise and present dif-
ficulties for public sector providers, leaving
market gaps for needed services; these can
be provided by social enterprises which do
not have to face strong competitors. This
might create opportunities for delivering
new services through social enterprises
which may not have been previously avail-
able. It was argued that by creating new
products/services, a social enterprise can
gain support from both the community
and local authorities:

You can easily find things that are missing
(...) People are grateful for having a new
shop or something else open that is a ser-
vice for them. Whereas in the city they
have more choice (volunteer 25)

A culture of self-help

Social enterprise resonates with rural
people’s tendency to problem solving and
willingness to help each other out. Service
availability in remote areas tends to be less
adequate than in urban areas. Although this
is not itself positive, it engenders rural atti-
tudes of independence and willingness to
respond to a challenge. Respondents
claimed that in remote and rural areas
people look after themselves and that
‘there’s a real feeling of community’ (social
enterprise manager 7). It was stressed that
‘rural ethos’ and self-help gathers people
together, and this is advantageous as it is
in the spirit of social enterprise:

In rural areas, people have got more
interest in working together to solve
things collectively whereas in cities
someone else can always do it, because
there’s enough people around. In rural
communities, people have to solve
more of their own problems. (social
entrepreneur 11)
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Respondents also argued that in rural
areas people are more used to the idea of
providing their own services because they
have much more of a tradition of fending
for themselves. Thus, according to some
interviewees, it is not difficult to persuade
rural communities that social enterprise is
a good model. They highlighted that,
because of the small scale and low popula-
tion density, people tend to know each
other and, if generally supported, the
model can be more quickly accepted than
it would be in an urban area.

Support from local communities

Rural communities quickly recognize the
establishment of a new organization and
appreciate a new service/product provider
(this relates to lack of, or an insufficient
level of, services that social enterprises
target):

People understand that you can’t sepa-
rate out your social needs and the
economy and the services. Everything
has to come together because the commu-
nities are so small. (social enterprise
employee 2)

Respondents noted that some social
enterprises have been initiated by local
people who wanted to support their neigh-
bours. It was suggested that rural people are
more capable of identifying their local needs
than people from outside the area. Having
an appropriate business idea was seen to be
important. Interviewees claimed that rural
social enterprises, owing to the small scale
of the market, can more easily build up their
business through good reputation and be
widely recognized in the community in
which they operate.

Small size of a social enterprise

The small size of an organization (which
frequently stays small due to a low number of
customers) means that a social enterprise
remains flexible and is capable of adapting
quickly to the changing environment. The
small market might make it easier to

introduce an innovative product or service
which gains the acceptance of a particular
community. According to respondents,
rural communities are receptive to innova-
tion (which may be more difficult to intro-
duce in an urban setting); this is because, in
rural areas, there is a real need to make
changes and/or deliver a service or product
that is currently unavailable:

This village is a rural area where trans-
port is a real issue. They [community
members] set up a transport scheme
where volunteer drivers would take
people shopping, doctors, that sort of
stuff. (volunteer 19)

As noted by respondents, in rural areas,
businesses need to remain flexible and open
to delivering a range of needed products
and services. In addition it was noted that
those with saleable products can use alter-
native ways of selling (through using the
Internet, for example) to access a wider
market.

Barriers for rural social enterprises

While there are advantages associated with
rural settings that social enterprises can uti-
lize and benefit from, respondents also high-
lighted a number of barriers to developing
social enterprises in remote areas including
geographical conditions, workforce
issues, small size of the market (and, as
such, small size of social enterprises) and,
finally, inadequate support for rural social
enterprises. It was emphasized that there are
different challenges between rural and
urban areas. Barriers to rural social enter-
prise include: challenges of geography;
access to workforce; market size; and insuf-
ficient support in rural areas.

Challenges of geography

The geography of rural areas makes it
difficult to create financially viable social
enterprises.  Delivering products and



Steinerowski and Steinerowska-Streb

175

services and working with isolated commu-
nities is highly challenging:

The geographic distances are immense.
Highland represents two thirds of the
land mass of Scotland so actually trying
to get people to or take things to people
in the rural areas is much more difficult in
terms of social enterprise. (social enter-
prise employee 23)

Sparsely populated areas with large dis-
tances between communities impose high
costs of running a business; for example,
costs of transport are higher than in urban
areas.

Access to workforce

A lack of skilled people leaves businesses
without expertise that may be essential for
development of rural social enterprises.
Respondents claimed that a capable work-
force is essential to social enterprise success:

That’s the most obvious difficulty that
they don’t primarily have in the central
belt or in big cities: is that you don’t
have a variety of people living in an area
that actually could provide or could join a
social enterprise. (service provider 20)

Finding skilled employees willing to
travel long distances to work is difficult;
according to the respondents, the more
remote a place, the harder it is to find num-
bers of capable employees. Due to limited
workforce capacity, rural social enterprises
are not able to take on big projects and
develop.

Market size

A number of respondents were con-
cerned about market size and long-term
financial stability of rural social enterprises.
Respondents said that in the remote and
rural areas there are a limited number of
potential customers and, consequently, lim-
ited opportunities for ongoing development:

There is a problem in rural areas. Social
enterprises behave like any enterprise in

that they have to grow...let’s say, for
instance, in the Fort William area you
have a social enterprise that’s set up to
help blind people. Well there may only
be 80 blind people in Fort William, so
you set your social enterprise and you’re
very good at it and you set up a service
that caters well for 80 blind people. So
what do you do once you’re catering for
all the 80 blind people, you're banging
against your ceiling? (politician 33)

Due to low demand and small customer
base, it is difficult to develop a viable busi-
ness—even a social enterprise.

Also, setting up an enterprise in a rural
area is difficult as entrepreneurs have to be
careful to avoid affecting neighbouring
businesses; new social enterprises need to
provide something unique. They need to
deliver a service or product that does not
exist yet in a community. ‘Copying’ the ser-
vices provided by an existing business could
threaten it and such a move would not be
supported by local people. Thus, there are
ethical rules that need to be considered
when developing a new social enterprise:

If you’re choosing a business it’s particu-
larly difficult because you don’t want to
step on any local competitor, it’s such a
small place. So whatever business you
undertake either you have to go into
local partnership with someone or you
look at the business which doesn’t substi-
tute anybody else’s business (...) we don’t
want to step on other people’s toes.
Whereas in Edinburgh or Glasgow, I
would have no second thoughts about
opening a café or opening a clothes shop
or something. (social entrepreneur 15)

As it is difficult to grow and develop,
rural social enterprises remain small.
Consequently, business opportunities are
also limited (e.g. it is difficult for a small
organization to tender for public contracts).

Insufficient support in rural areas

Long distances make it difficult for rural
social enterprises to access help, build
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collaborations and networks. Lack of a tai-
lored support was noted. Also, a shortage of
financial support (which should be
enhanced due to contextual factors, i.e.
high cost of running a social enterprise
and the importance of rural social enter-
prises providing lacking services) was iden-
tified. It was argued that ongoing funding is
required to ensure that social businesses
survive and develop. A need for local sup-
port agencies was expressed by respondents
who claimed that, because of local charac-
teristics, tailored support should be deliv-
ered to rural social enterprises:

People are different up here, everything is
a lot different. (social entrepreneur 28)

Some interviewees expressed their con-
cern about the applicability of national
social enterprise policy to the local rural
context.

Structural factors associated with rural
social enterprise development

This section picks out the structural charac-
teristics associated with running rural social
enterprise. Giddens (1984) suggests that
structure consists of rules (i.e. patterns
people follow in social life; these include
procedural and moral rules) and resources
(i.e. things created by human action; they
are not given by nature; these include
human and non-human resources) orga-
nized as properties of social systems (the
rules, resources and social relationships are
produced and reproduced in social interac-
tion; social systems include legitimation and
domination). Here, based on collected data,
promoters and barriers identified earlier are
presented alongside those structural ele-
ments, i.e. social systems, rules and
resources. Table 1 indicates conducive and
non-conducive elements of structure relat-
ing to remote and rural social enterprise.
Table 1 considers elements of structure
influencing social enterprise activities in

remote and rural areas. As shown, structure
is enacted by practices that are informed by:
procedural rules (i.e. rules about how the
practice is performed), moral rules (i.e.
rules about appropriate forms of enactment
of social action), non-human resources
(allocation of resources among activities
and members of society), and human
resources (i.e. formal organizations, legiti-
macy and authority) (Giddens 1984;
Sewell, 1992). All structures are formed
and informed by practices and enacted
human conduct which maintains and repro-
duces these structures.

As indicated, there are different types/
elements of structures in social systems
including: legitimation that produces a
moral order via naturalization in societal
norms, values and standards; and domina-
tion that produces (and is an exercise of)
power, originating from the control of
resources. The components of structure
could be compared to the outcomes of
structured practices; the structures can
sign (telling/showing people what to do);
for instance, they can indicate what is con-
sidered to be legitimate behaviour and prac-
tice. These concepts were explored in
relation to the study findings (Table 1).

Data analysis revealed that a specific con-
text of structure imposes a number of specific
rules, resources and social systems. The most
important difference between ‘general’ struc-
ture and ‘rural’ microstructure are geo-
graphical conditions and consequences of
those (see Table 1). In fact, it could be
argued that geographical conditions, which
present non-human resources, influence
other non-human resources (e.g. transport
issues), human resources (e.g. lack of skilled
staff), procedural rules (e.g. community col-
laboration), moral issues (e.g. community
support and help-giving) and social systems
which are adapted to local environment (e.g.
people understand that to survive they need
to work together; they possess the local
power associated with living in a particular
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Table I. Continued.

Conducive elements of structure relating to remote and rural social enterprise

Example data

Analytical ‘story’

Elements of structure

Trying to get people to or take things to

associated with geography

Challenges

Procedural

Rules

people in the rural areas is much more
difficult (social enterprise employee 23)

impose the way the practice is performed,

e.g. difficulties in running social enterprises
Appropriate social enactment might limit

business options

You don’t want to step on any local com-

Moral

petitor, it’s such a small place (social entre-

preneur 15)

Transport is a real issue (volunteer 19)

Geographical conditions impose high costs

Non-human
of running a business

Resources

You don’t have a variety of people living in

an area that actually could provide..
social enterprise (service provider 20)

Limited skills of local people

Human

.a

area). Thus, structuration presents ‘adap-
tive’ capability of agents who need to under-
stand micro-structural forces and co-
construct with them.

Discussion

The article considered contextual factors
including promoters and Dbarriers to
remote and rural social enterprise.
Aspects of rural context were often noted
as being simultaneously opportunities and
threats, specifically, market context and the
embedded nature of business relations, the
latter implying that, if a niche can be
found, an enterprise might meet with con-
siderable supportive resources. Evidence of
a strong ethos of solidarity was found,
with examples given of high engagement
in informal and formal help-giving. To
grow, rural social enterprises need to
develop a unique business idea that does
not threaten neighbouring businesses. The
study showed that empowerment is really
occurring from within communities. The
evidence suggests flourishing rural social
enterprise needs specifically rural sources
of finance and advice.

Looking through the lens of structura-
tion theory, a summary of the foregoing
analysis indicates that the remote and
rural context presents a microstructure
which exposes social enterprises to specific
promoters and barriers. The study identified
that rural microstructure is largely influ-
enced by geographical conditions and con-
sequences of those, e.g. transport issues,
sparsely populated areas with a limited
number of potential experienced employees,
community cohesion/collaboration and tra-
ditional dependence on community support
and help-giving. Structural factors associ-
ated with remote and rural areas might be
difficult or even impossible to modify.
However, the study shows how, for exam-
ple, agents adapt to the local environment.
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Thus, rather than attempting to change
structure, the study findings highlight
the adaptive capability of agents who
need to understand micro-structural
forces and co-construct with them. This
means that barriers to remote and rural
social enterprise development require a
unique adaptive approach enabling social
enterprise to work alongside the struc-
tural challenges. Also, remote and rural
characteristics present unique promoters
which should be harnessed for social
enterprise to succeed.

Structuration theory provided a frame-
work for looking at descriptive data about
processes influencing rural social enterprise
development indicating how social enter-
prises emerge and what influences the
growth of rural social enterprise. The bar-
riers presented to rural social enterprise
development relate to many structural fac-
tors which cannot be changed—this sug-
gests primacy of structure over the
agents. Yet, the study observes ‘adaptive
structuralism’, i.e. as the agents are
unable to change some of the structural
features (e.g. geographical context), they
modify their behaviours showing adaptive
capacity. As such, the agents are neither
supreme nor purely determined by
structure.

So what does it all mean? First, for pol-
iticians this study emphasized the impor-
tance of tailored rural social enterprise
policies. Specific structural features do influ-
ence agents and how they act and policy
makers should be aware of those. Second,
the article sends a message to practitioners
indicating that, to succeed, rural social
enterprises require an adaptive and flexible
approach drawing on specific rural features
such as the culture of self-help. Third, for
researchers this study adds to knowledge
about rural social enterprise presenting the
novelty and relevance of looking at rural
social enterprise development through the
lens of structuration theory.

Conclusions

The remote and rural context presents a
‘microstructure’ which exposes social enter-
prises to different structural factors; these
create specific promoters and barriers
which are different to promoters and bar-
riers found in a ‘general’ structure. These
issues raise a point, i.e. there are specific
rules in different contexts. For instance, in
case of this study geographical context
imposes adaptive capacity on agents.
Hence, the way that agents act depends on
the particular context in which they are
immersed, e.g. remote and rural areas (geo-
graphical context) imply high costs of run-
ning a business and this issue cannot be
easily overcome. Instead, those living in
remote and rural locations might draw on
local characteristics and modify their
behaviour in order to function well. Thus,
what is perceived here is what we call ‘adap-
tive structuralism’.

Findings indicate that social enterprises
might contribute to creating sustainable
rural communities but to do that, they
need to be sustainable themselves. Thus, it
may be that rural areas would benefit
from specific and targeted rural social enter-
prise policy initiatives that would consider

structural features helping to develop
stronger and socially entrepreneurial
communities.
Funding

The data reported here form part of a study
looking at the promoters and barriers to
social enterprise and social entrepreneur-
ship funded by Highlands and Islands
Enterprise (HIE), the regional development
agency for the north of Scotland. HIE are
concerned with strengthening communities
as well as building economic development
and thus have multiple interests in study
outputs.
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