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Introduction

As with the welfare state more broadly, the Finnish system, generally considered as representative
of the Nordic welfare state regime (see Esping-Andersen, 1990), has faced serious threats over the
past two decades. The challenges are related to the parallel developments including demographic
changes, the decline in public finances and an ideological shift from a shared responsibility to an
individual rights discourse and workfare regime of welfare (e.g. Kuivalainen & Niemel4, 2010;
Milbourne, 2010). Together these have undermined the foundation of traditional universal model
created to offer a high degree of social protection including public social and health care services to
all the citizens. Solutions to the existing problems have been sought by improving the
competitiveness of the national economy and thus strengthening the funding base of welfare state.
In addition, structural measures with an aim to lower costs in tandem with improving the
availability, efficiency and quality of welfare services have been carried out. (Andre & Garcia,

2014; see also Kroger, 2011; Niemeld & Saarinen, 2012.)

The remote rural areas of Finland, characterized by low population density and long distances, are
the most affected by the developments threatening the survival of the welfare state as well as by the
partly conflicting efforts to save it (e.g. Satka & Hameenaho, 2015; see also Bock 2016). In
addition, the rapidly ageing population, the structural changes in agriculture, and the decrease of
municipal tax revenues, partly caused by the two above mentioned developments, have made it
difficult for many rural municipalities to sustain services they are legally responsible for (Hinninen
& Silvasti, 2010). Along with the pressure on services, administrative reforms have led to the
diminution of democratic decision-making processes and thus weakened the possibilities of rural
residents’ voices being heard (e.g. Hiikio, 2010; Matthies, Kattilakoski, & Rantamiki 2011; Néarhi

& Kokkonen 2014). The reforms include measures as reducing the number of municipalities to take



advantage of the economies of scale, transferring the responsibility of providing public services
from local authorities to autonomous regional organisations, rationalising the processes of service
delivery including introduction of e-services and self-services as well as contracting the provision

of certain services out to private service providers (see Valtioneuvosto, 2018).

However, at the same time, as a response to current policy, there are rural communities that have
developed their own ways for organising local services and improving the welfare of local residents
(e.g. Haverinen & Ilmarinen, 2008; Matthies & Rantamaiki, 2013; Milbourne, 2010). Based on
Brandsen, Evers and Cattacin’s (2016, pp. 6—7) definition of social innovations, we define these
new generation of ideas or courses of actions as local welfare innovations “that are created mainly
by networks and joint action in social realms beyond business and government routines, at any
given moment, (they) raise the hope and expectations of progress towards something ““better” (e.g.
more socially sustainable/democratic/effective society)”. The definition emphasizes the twofold
social dimension of these innovative solutions as the end and the means as noted by Murray,
Caulier-Grice and Mulgan (2010, p. 6): simultaneously they meet social needs and they create new

social relationships and collaborations both inside and outside the community.

To find out how these rural communities, often perceived as “vulnerable” (e.g. Freshwater, 2015),
have in their cases managed to change the direction of mainstream development, we will review
two of them more closely. The municipality of Sievi and the village of Ullava' are both rural
communities where residents have taken an active role in developing services that meet their daily
welfare needs. While aiming to identify the factors related to the emergence of the local welfare
innovations in rural Finland, we will piggyback on the theory of “local welfare systems” by

Andreotti, Mingione and Polizzi (2012). Furthermore, based on the longitudinal case study research

" Municipality is a self-governing unit that represents the local level of administration in Finland. As for a village refers
to a clustered human settlement or community that does not have such an official role.



carried out during 2009-2016, we will propose a set of policy measurements to address the
withdrawal of welfare services from the rural areas. In this regard, the goal of the article is twofold:
to understand the factors contributing to the development of social innovations addressing welfare
needs at a local context, and based on that, to reflect on the measures that are required at the policy

level with a view to secure and improve the welfare of rural communities.

We begin by discussing the idea of social innovation and placing it in the context of local welfare
systems. Next we present the research design including the research localities and the processes of
data collection and analysis. We then move on to the results by introducing the developments that
have taken place in Sievi and Ullava and the conditions identified contributing to the emergence of
local welfare innovation. After that, we shortly contemplate the aspects related to the generalization
of the results. At the end, we reflect on the perspectives to be considered at the level of welfare

policy.

Social innovation in the context of local welfare systems

The origin of the concept of social innovation may be traced to the turn of 1970 to 1980’s when it
was used to refer to grass roots initiatives that aimed to provide an alternative to public social
services that were incapable to meet local welfare needs. This represents a ‘radical perspective’ on
social innovation as local initiatives that challenge the existing power relations, empower people
and promote equality. During the past decades, the concept has been increasingly applied within the
political mainstream discourse both at the EU and national levels. In this context social innovation
has gained a more functionalist meaning as cost-efficient solutions that are sought for responding
the socially recognized needs in times of crises (e.g. Bock, 2016; Brandsen et al., 2016; Héikio,
Fraisse, Adam, Jolanki, & Knutagird, 2017). The division is naturally simplified, but it

demonstrates that regarding social innovation there are various and partly contradictory desires and



expectations which according to Montgomery (2016) also reflect a broader conflict between

neoliberalism and its opponents.

The above described reflects the differences between the holistic and reductionist perspectives on
social innovation (see TEPSIE, 2014). At the centre of both approaches are social needs reflecting
societal flaws and the gap between what there is and what there ought to be, as well as the pursuit of
social value instead of individual benefits. However, while the reductionist interpretation lays more
emphasises to the ‘product’ dimension of social innovation defining them as “new ideas that work
in meeting social goals” (Mulgan, Tucker, Ali, & Sanders, 2007, p. 8), the holistic approach focuses
on both the dimension of process and outcome (e.g. Brandsen et al., 2016; Moulaert, MacCallum,
Mehmood & Hamdouch, 2014; Nicholls & Murdock, 2012). Under the circumstances, the
interpretations differ how much attention they pay to the way the outcome is achieved and the more
structural causes that lie behind the social needs. Unlike the reductionist approach, the holistic one
highlights the significance of the participation of various stakeholders and the emergence of new
social relationships and collaboration throughout the process. In addition to innovative activities,
products or services created it directs attention to social consequences including collective

empowerment and broader societal transformation (see also Moulaert et al., 2014; TEPSIE, 2014).

The need and demand for social innovation are tightly related to the discussion concerning
community resilience which puts a focus on the responsive capacities of places and social systems
facing different kinds of threats; resilience is about the prevalent ability of a community to evolve
and adapt to ongoing changes as well as to sustain well-being in the face of continuing adversity
(Cheshire, Esparcia & Shucksmith, 2015; Robinson & Carson, 2016). In this context social
innovation highlights the transformative quality of resilience which is often seen as a more positive

response by a community: not only to survive but also to change and grow after a shock. As with



social innovation, the idea of resilience has also been criticised (MacKinnon & Derickson, 2012;
Robinson & Carson, 2016) for focusing mainly on the inherent qualities of local communities,
which sustains the vulnerability of marginalized communities instead of aiming to transform the
social relations and inequitable distribution of material resources. MacKinnon and Derickson (2012)
have suggested that resilience should be replaced by the politics of resourcefulness that shifts
attention to the social relations within politics and economy that form the capacities of communities

to mobilize their resources.

As Bock (2016) stated, from the rural perspective “the Janus face” essence of social innovation (see
Haikio et al., 2016) is interesting because it emphasizes the significance of social and relational
aspects for rural development. Approaching social innovation from the context of local welfare
systems (LWS) (Andreotti et al., 2012) makes both aspects visible. While rooted in the theories of
complexity, LWS reviews the welfare of people living in a particular context as a diverse and
multidimensional system consisting of different elements and progressions which both contribute to
the creation of welfare needs but that simultaneously provide resources to satisfy them. Thus LWS
represents a kind of intersection or grass roots manifestation where national and global influences

meet the local circumstances together with human actors and structural factors.

Based on the above, we claim that the holistic or the more radical perspective of social innovation
that emphasizes the dimension of participatory democracy is in a way in-built in the idea of LWS:
while it reflects the presence of technocratic thought inherent to neoliberal policy agenda, it is
primarily committed to social transformation from the bottom up (see Hiikio et al., 2017;
Montgomery, 2016). From this perspective, in addition to a broader societal frame, crucial for
welfare innovation are specific geographical, cultural, and socioeconomic conditions. They evolve

over time and give rise to different welfare needs as well as create resources to meet those



(Andreotti et al., 2012). And importantly, as a dynamic configuration having emergent properties
and transformational potential LWS also reshapes, continuously, the surrounding systems both at
institutional and political levels and thus manifests the broader impact inherent to social innovation

(see Andreotti & Mingione, 2016; TEPSIE, 2014).

Research design

The article aims to identify the factors related to the emergence of social welfare innovations in
rural Finland, and along with that to reflect how to promote the welfare of the rural communities at
policy level. This has been pursued through a case study approach focusing on two local welfare
systems in western Finland: the municipality of Sievi and the village of Ullava that are approached
as the replications of a broader phenomenon, local welfare innovation in rural areas (e.g. Yin,
2014). The selection of these cases is the result of a longitudinal process consisting of two different
research projects carried out during 2009—2016 2. It began by a nationwide survey looking for rural
communities that were worried about their welfare services and had a will to develop them through
citizen participation and community orientation. Based on the responses, 18 areas including
municipalities, villages, and co-operation districts were selected as mapping areas. At the second
phase of the process, the municipality of Sievi and the village of Ullava — two localities which had
proceeded towards concrete solutions — were selected for an in-depth analysis of the processes

leading to the local welfare innovation.

Sievi and Ullava are both rural settlements situated in the western part of Finland (see Figure 1) but
they also have some significant differences and thus offer dissimilar contexts for the development
of welfare innovation. Firstly, according to the geographical information-based area classification

system (GIS) (Helminen et al., 2014), Sievi belongs to rural heartland areas that exemplify the

2 The projects KAMPA (2009-2013) and Rural LWS (2014-2016) both focused on the development of rural welfare
services from the base of citizen participation and community orientation. They were financed by the Ministry of
Employment and the Economy through the recommendation of the Rural Policy Committee in Finland.



traditional image of Finnish countryside. 38 % of the 1.62 million Finnish rural inhabitants (11.2 %
of the total population) live in rural heartland area which is the most common rural type in terms of
the number of population. Rural heartland areas are located relatively remote from big cities but the
land use is relatively intensive and there is also often diversified industry. As for Ullava, it
represents sparsely populated rural area that covers almost 70 % of the total surface of Finland, but
accounts for only 5.4 % of the total population. Characteristics of sparsely populated rural areas
include dispersed small settlements located at a distance from one another, low population density
and a one-sided economic structure. They are also the most vulnerable to economic and social

decline and reduced welfare provision. (See Sireni et al., 2017.)
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Figure 1. Research localities situated on the map presenting different area types in Finland

(Data sources: Finnish Environment Institute, 2010; National Land Survey of Finland, 2008)



The second noteworthy difference relates to the structural changes that took place in Finland in the
spirit of the first phase of the national reform of restructuring local government and public services
in 2008. Due to the reform, the responsibility for arranging social and health services in Sievi was
shifted from the municipality to the joint municipal authority of “Kallio” founded by four
municipalities. As for, the current village of Ullava can be considered as an outcome of the
restructuring process; the then independent municipality was legally incorporated into the town of

Kokkola at the beginning of 2009 which resulted in the loss of its administrative independence.

Along with the traditional case study, diverse data collection methods, approaching the case from
different perspectives and including both qualitative and quantitative information are exploited. The
preliminary and more general understanding of the localities as the contexts of welfare innovation is
based on the data gathered in local discussion forums during the first phase of the research process
(see Table 1). The discussion forums organized by the project were open events to which residents
including policy makers and the actors of civil society as well as the representatives of public and
private social and health care services were invited. The aim of the forums was to discuss about
local welfare needs, the functionality of public services, and the different services and actions
provided by local actors. In this regard, the research project also had the characteristic of action
research (see Healy, 2001) with the aim of promoting the communication between the public sector
and civil society as well as to identify the needs and opportunities for a more citizen-oriented

development and provision of welfare services.
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Table 1. The process of data collection

Objective \ Action \ Participants™

PHASE 1: An overview of rural communities in the turning point of Finnish welfare state
Identification of rural 8-9/2009 Nationwide survey with Altogether 30 responses from
communities that have a | an open call in cooperation with individual rural inhabitants,

will to develop their local Leader groups, Regional representatives of village associations

welfare services through | village associations, Regional Social | and other third sector actors, social
citizen participation and Affairs and Health associations and | and health care professionals

community orientation The regional Centres of Expertise
on Social Welfare

Mapping of local welfare | 10/2009 Discussion forum in Sievi 20 participants including the mayor of

services and the (duration 2h 45min) municipality, local policy makers and

possibilities to develop third sector activists

them 6/2010 Discussion forum in Ullava 3 participants including 2 municipal
(duration 2 h) authorities and 1 third sector activists
1/2012 Discussion forum in Ullava 12 participants including local policy
(duration 3 h 15min) makers and third sector activists, a

small entrepreneur, retirees
PHASE 2: A case study focusing on the communities with concrete welfare innovations

A deeper understanding 9/2014 Interviewee 1, Ullava Representative of the Ullava service
about local innovations (duration 2h 15 min) co-operative
and their development 9/2014 Interviewee 2, Ullava Manager of the nursing home for
(key actor interviews) (duration 1h) eldery people
9/2014 Interviewee 3, Ullava A public health nurse working in local
(duration 1h 30 min) health centre
3/2015 Interviewee 1, Sievi The initiator of the association of Sievi
(duration 1h 15min) Family Service Center
3/2015 Group interview, Sievi 5 participants including employees
(duration 2h 30min) and the members of the board of the
association
Familiarization with local | 8 /2014 A field visit to Ullava Researchers with the help of
circumstances and the chairperson of Ullava service co-
innovations emerged operative
3/2015 A field visit to Sievi Researcher with the help of the
chairperson of Sievi Family Service
Center
An overview of the Gathering statistical data using the | Researchers
sociodemographic database of Official Statistics of

situations of the localities | Finland

Updating the information | Following the news about localities | Researchers

related the localities in the media / Research diary
*Notation: different roles may overlap

At the beginning of the second phase of the research project the development taking place in Sievi
and Ullava was followed by conducting interviews with local key actors. The interviewees were

selected following the recommendations of the local contact persons with whom the project
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cooperated during the first phase of the research. In the case of Sievi, a group interview was carried
out, along with the individual interviews. To gain an in-depth understanding of the local
circumstances and the innovation development the researchers conducted field visits to both
localities. The notes from the observations made during the visits were documented in a research
diary. The overall picture was supplemented by statistical data describing the socioeconomic
structures of the localities which, according to Andreotti and Migione (2016), is one of the essential
factors defining the substance of LWS. In addition to this, the researchers have constantly followed
the news concerning the research localities in the local media during the project period in order to
have an updated view on the developments and changes affecting them. The observations were

recorded in the research diary.

The data gathered were analysed using a hybrid approach of thematic analysis combining a data-
driven inductive approach and a theory-driven deductive approach (see Elo & Kyngis, 2008). The
process began by the researchers reading through the written material (notes from discussion
forums, interviews, and research diary including the findings made during the analysis of statistical
data) with the aim to become ‘immersed’ in it. While reading, the extracts referring to the factors
related to the rise of local activity or those illustrating how the local development processes
proceeded were highlighted. Next, the selected paragraphs were copied into the locality-specific
categorization matrixes (see Table 2) drawn up in accordance with the theory of LWS. The matrixes
had two columns of ‘needs’ and ‘resources’ which exemplify the two main dimensions of LWS. As
for, the rows of the matrixes represented the different conditions influencing the function of LWS:
socioeconomic factors, historical and cultural circumstances, interaction between different sectors

and actors, and national and local developments.
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Table 2. An example from the locality-specific categorization matrix

THE CASE OF SIEVI

The factors related to
the emergence and Welfare needs Welfare resources
function of local

welfare innovations

Socioeconomic The share of children in population is | The share of population outside labour
factors bigger than average in Finland (OFS | force is bigger than average in Finland
2016) -> There is a need for services | (OFS 2016) -> There are people
for families with children. resourced with time.

Since LWS and its formation is defined as a coherent whole and tightly embedded in specific local
circumstances (see Andreotti et al., 2012), the data related different cases were treated as separate
until the last phase of the analysis when the subcategories were merged, and the common features

related to the emergence of welfare innovation were identified.

Results and discussion

Two local welfare innovations in rural Finland

As Table 3 shows the challenges commonly related to rural areas such as the decline of population,
a lower educational level and a relatively large share of the population outside the labour force are
also the characteristics of Sievi and Ullava. However, two significant differences that are in the line
with the area classification presented above may be identified. Firstly, the age structure in Sievi is
considerably young, even in comparison to the whole of Finland, while Ullava with an increasingly
ageing population shares the nationwide problem of sparsely populated areas. Secondly, the
economic structure of Ullava is strongly based on primary production and the main sources of
livelihood are agriculture, forestry and services, whereas in Sievi there is diverse industry including
high technology electronics and machinery companies. Due to good employment opportunities, but
also to the influence of revivalist movements that are set against birth control, there are numerous

young and large families of children in Sievi which place a strain on the child and family welfare
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services. As for in Ullava, the ongoing plans related to wind energy production and the mining

industry has increased hope for the future among the residents.

Table 3. Socioeconomic and demographic structure of the research localities in comparison
with Finland as a whole (OFS 2016)

Municipality of Sievi Village of Ullava Finland in total
Population 2015 5124 882 5487 308*
Density (n/km?) 6.5/ km? 5.4/ km? 18.1/ km?
Change of population
-2005-2010 +23% -4.9 % +23%
2010-2015 -2.6 % -6.8% +2.1%
Gender distribution F:48.5 % F:48.9 % F: 50.8 %
2013 (Female/Male %) M: 515 % M: 51.1 % M: 49.2 %
Average age 2015 37.1 years 43.3 years 42.0 years
- <16 years - 28.6 % - 197 % - 17.4%
- 16-64 - 543 % - 56.9 % - 621 %
- 64< - 171 % - 234 % - 205 %
Educational levels 2014
(inhabitants > 18 years)
- Basic** - 316 % - 432 % - 269 %
- Secondary - 58.0 % - 49.6 % - 52,6 %
- Higher - 104 % - 12% - 205 %
Main type of activity
2014 (all inhabitants)
- Qutside the - 61.0% - 545 % - 51.8%
labour force - 39.0 % - 455 % - 482 %
- Labour force
- Unemployed - 52% - 5.6% - 6.6%
labour force
(people aged 15—
64)
Workplaces
- Primary - 9.6% - 30.2 % - 29%
production
- Processing - 583 % - 172 % - 21.6%
- Services - 321 % - 527 % - 155 %

*The mean value of the Finnish municipalities is 17 310 inhabitants.
** In Finland nine years of comprehensive school education are obligatory.
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Sievi —a community focusing on families with children

Based on the results of the discussion forum organized in 2009 the residents of Sievi were satisfied
both with the number and the availability of public-school services, including seven village schools
(grades 1-6) along with a secondary school and upper secondary school in the centre of the
municipality. However, what they were dissatisfied with was the basic social and health services.
This view is based on the changes that took place when the joint authority of Kallio began to
organize social and health services. Among the first measures Kallio addressed was the
harmonization of service structures which, in the case of Sievi, led to a significant reduction in
home help services for families with children. The participants of the discussion forum considered it
as evidence that while this was driven by the aim of making financial savings at the same time it
revealed much about the incapability of a larger organization to take into consideration special local
characteristics:

“It is that those working in the administration of Kallio; they don’t understand our
situation™. (Discussion forum Sievi, 2009)

The launch of collective action may be traced to a moment when a single resident expressed his
concern about the challenges the families with several children were facing in their everyday life:

“I noticed that there were many mothers with big families who were very tired.
Because | don’t have any small children in my family, I decided to ask some families
with children living in my neighborhood how they were doing. One mother told me
how difficult it is to get any help. They had just moved to Sievi and had no family
around. That’s when | decided that something has to be done.”” (Interviewee 1, Sievi)

Through being involved in municipal politics and church activities the person possessed a good
understanding of the situation of Sievi, had good social networks, and knowledge of how to
promote the undertaking. At first, he made a proposal to the municipal council about hiring a home
help for families, but this was rejected. However, as the need was so obvious, he decided together

with few others, to set up the association of “Sievi Family Service Center” (Sievin

14
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perhepalvelukeskus). The purpose of the association founded in 2013 is crystallised by a member of

the executive board as follows:

“Our idea is that the services provided by the association are aimed at everybody —
crossing the various political and religious divisions. We want to get rid of the stigma
of being a weak person if you need help. For many of the families it is just the feeling
of belonging to something that is important; knowing that there are people around
who will carry you through difficult times. This is a humane way to care for each
other. And it so cheap compared to the costs of reconstructive services which the
public sector is obligated to organize when things have gone too far.”” (Group
interview, Sievi)

To begin with, the association carried out a survey to find out what kind of support the families
needed. Most pressing was the need of home help and peer support, especially for stay-at-home
mothers. To meet these needs the association set up a “Family House” -centre which is located in an
apartment offered free of charge by the municipality. In the beginning, the main source of income
was the start-up funding provided by the local Leader group and a donation made by the mayor of
Sievi. In addition, the association received financial support from the church and local businesses,
which were invited to take part by a “challenge campaign” organized in the local newspaper.

At the end of our research in 2016, the activities of the “Family House” —centre include a “family
café” that is open once a week and a short-term childcare service available twice a week. In
addition, the association offers a service they call “old-style home help” which includes help with
housework and childcare as well as support in solving different problems the families may face with
parenting. The association has two paid employees whose salary costs are split between the
municipality and the association. However, the struggle with insufficient financial resources
remains an everyday challenge. Once a year it organizes a larger seminar where experts from
different fields, including local decision-makers and researchers, are invited to discuss topical issues
related to the welfare of the families. According to the representative of the association the goal of
these meetings is both to get information and to make the services provided by the association
known to all the local residents and those in positions of power:

15
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“That’s how we reach those who are not yet familiar with our operations and also
raise public debate about the issues that are important to us.”” (Group interview,
Sievi)

The association has continued to develop the activities in close co-operation with the municipality,

the church, and other third sector organizations. The founder members are still actively involved,

but over time the families using services have increasingly taken responsibility.

Ullava — a village struggling for survival

In the framework of the reform of local government and services in the beginning of 2009, the
hundred-year-old rural municipality of Ullava, became the most remote neighborhood of the old
trading and industrial town of Kokkola. The level of the basic public services available in Ullava
located about 50 kilometers from the downtown area are quite good and includes two elementary
schools (grades 1-6) and kindergartens, a health centre, residential care services for the elderly and
a leisure centre within the library. However, with the consolidation of municipalities, uncertainty
concerning the future of the village began to increase among the residents. They were aware of the
common pattern of development in many Finnish villages situated far from city centers that have

first lost their basic services and thereafter their residents.

The representative of the Ullava service co-operative saw that the first concrete warning sign that
made the residents “get down to business” took place when the shop in the village centre closed its
doors in November 2010:

“When the village shop was closed, we put two and two together and decided that
from now on we have to do things by ourselves. We saw the village shop as a buffer to
stop all services gradually moving to the centre of Kokkola.” (Interviewee 1, Ullava)

The result of the common negotiation process that took place among the villagers, both unofficially
during day-to-day encounters and more officially in the form of a village meeting arranged by the
initiator group, was the foundation of the Ullava service co-operative in February 2011. Its first task

16
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was to reopen the village shop. Since this was fulfilled the co-operative continued to develop other
services the villagers valued including the branch office of a pharmacy and a petrol station. The
guiding idea behind these developments has been the view that if people must search for only one

service outside of the village, the risk is that they will obtain all other services from there as well.

Currently, the village shop provides employment for four shop assistants and opportunities for
practical work-training for those suffering from long-term unemployment. However, a very central
role is played by active villagers of different ages and life situations who volunteer to undertake
various tasks ranging from management to the shelving of items on sale. Though it is mainly about
volunteering the actors in Ullava highlight the importance of vision and a strategic plan:

“It’s the board of the co-operative that organizes different things. When choosing new
board members, we try to pick people with different skills and knowledge — such as
management of finances, personnel management, communication skills and local
knowledge. It’s also important to make sure that in addition to experience we always
have some new people who are willing to take charge. That’s how we make sure that
things won’t get too stressful for those involved and that we will always have some

fresh ideas up our sleeves.” (Interviewee 1, Ullava)

In general, the success of the co-operative activity has also brought about a new kind of activism in
other fields such as municipal policy, even to the extent that the chairperson of Kokkola town board
for years 2017-2019 comes from Ullava. Furthermore, people in Ullava have come to see that the
threat to their livelihood they experienced led them find the identity they had once lost:

“When one lives in the countryside, you’re in a way forced to play ball with others
whether you like it or not. That’s how we used to act for decades but then for some

reason we almost forgot it.”” (Discussion forum Ullava, 2010)
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At the end of our research, the future of Ullava looked quite bright compared with where everything
began. The service level of the village is diverse and most importantly, from the perspective of

young families, Ullava has also proved itself to be an attractive place to settle.

The conditions contributing the emergence of local welfare innovation

The two case studies show that local welfare innovations were developed with a focus to find new
ways to meet ‘pressing unmet needs’ (see Mulgan et al., 2007). As per the holistic interpretation of
social innovation (see Moulaert et al., 2014; TEPSIE, 2014), they both deliver social value that is
primarily concerned with the quality of life, solidarity and well-being. This includes the provision
of services relevant to daily life but more important — doing this in a way that contributes to the
development of new social relationships and collaborations crossing the different sectoral and

organizational boundaries and thus strengthening the sense of community.

Both in Sievi and in Ullava, the initial incentive for welfare innovation may be identified in the
response to decisions made by the government that viewed rural areas unfavourably. The renewal of
governmental and service structures that in turn have resulted in the withdrawal of services and the
weakening of municipal democracy at the local level exemplify the ‘vulnerability category’ of
policy change which according to Freshwater (2015) is one of the four risk types threatening rural
communities. The policy risks are “supplemented” by dominant societal developments including the
climate change, global economic uncertainty and the increased sense of insecurity. Among the
residents of rural areas, the current developments as well as the prospects related to them have
generated a fear that there will be no positive turn in the future either. This leaves the rural
communities with two options: to change or to atrophy. Regarding the cases studied here, the
launch of local activity towards the change was strongly driven by an external threat that got a
tangible form in the local context. However, it was the controllable size of shocks in relation to

local resources that made it possible to turn them into an objective of collective action.
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As Byrne (2005, p. 103) stated, in the real social world, the structure and actions of a social system
are not just a product of contemporary agents and actions. Instead, they are also embedded in and
shaped by a history which is present as they act, and which in turn, is shaped and changed by their
actions. In this sense two significant factors related to the cases studied here may be identified. The
communal culture which provides a foundation for local collaboration reflects the legacy of
agrarian society with the tradition of joint work activities, co-ownership, and co-operatives as well
as active third sector organisations and various religious communities (Hyyryldinen, 2000). As for
the identity of an independent municipality as a self-governing unit has resourced the community
with people who have experience in local development and decision making. It enables them to
review ongoing developments from a broader perspective as well as makes them conscious of the
necessity of maintaining a close liaison with each other. This comes close to what Putnam (2000)
referred as bridging social capital: the bonds of connectedness laid down over time that are formed
across diverse groups and individual people and that contribute to the ability of a system to respond

to adversity.

However, not all rural communities with a similar history and challenges of the same kind have the
ability for self-organisation and the creation of a new order. The strengths of Sievi and Ullava are
the demographic structures that despite the challenges are versatile enough as well as diverse
economic structures with bright future prospects. In this respect, the situation in Sievi and Ullava is
beneficial in comparison to many other rural localities. In addition, it is also about the ability of a
local community to recognise diverse needs and to use existing strengths — to be open enough and
thus able to pool both the individual and organisational resources it has. As indicated by Andreotti
et al. (2012), social diversity, characterized by various and even contrary needs and ambitions, may

also turn into a source of conflict instead of being a resource. The answer to why this is not the case
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in Sievi and Ullava could lie in what Bock (2016; see also Robinson & Carson, 2016) has identified
in addition to social capital conducive to local development and a positive adaptability to change
alike. This involves factors such as entrepreneurial culture, the satisfactory level of services, and the
structures of local democracy that offer possibilities to influence. The fact that despite the
differences, the demographic structure of the localities is still quite homogeneous from the
standpoint of racial and cultural diversity should neither be overridden. This would challenge the
sense of communal identity totally differently as described by Forsander (2004) in the context of

Nordic welfare states.

About the generalisation and usability of the results

The cases presented here provide a narrow glimpse of local welfare innovations in Finnish rural
areas and the factors contributing to their emergence. One may rightly question if these micro level
cases have any broader relevance, and if they at all fulfil the criterion of social innovation or have
the properties of societal transformation. Regarding this, we like to present two possible viewpoints.
Firstly, the complexity thinking underlying the theory of LWS is based on a view that knowledge is
rather contextual than universal. In the case, a comparative approach with an aim to identify the
overarching and distinctive features of the cases is seen as a way towards a deeper understanding
about the studied phenomenon (see Byrne, 2005). However, whilst we recognize the challenges
related to the generalisation of the results we see, in reference to Robson (2002), that close
cooperation with local actors, the long-lasting research process, as well as the exploitation of
different methods and data sources are factors that have a positive impact on the reliability of the
study. Secondly, concerning the broader impact of the welfare innovations studied here, we turn to
Evers and Brandsen (2016) who applying the metaphor of ‘a message’ emphasized the importance
to look at more closely grassroots level social innovations as there might be many lessons to be

learned.
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Conclusion

To sum up the, the emergence of local social innovations in the context of local welfare systems in
rural Finland is the result of a combination of external causes and local resources. In both cases of
the study an incentive to local initiative may be traced to the ongoing changes in the context of the
national welfare policy. However, the external pressure alone is not enough but the creation of
innovative solutions calls for a sense of community. This includes diverse social networks and a
shared vision of common goals that — in an ideal world — is both concrete and practical. As for, the
preparedness to act and cooperate is related to a diverse enough community structure that offers
various resources and different skills and, most importantly, people who are willing to take charge
on common issues. These crucial factors may be crystalized into the concepts of social capital and
local governance that are generally seen as the essential ingredients of community resilience and
further local social innovations: the ability of a community to react to disruptive events not only by

striving to rebuild the past but also by searching for new opportunities.

So, what we can learn from the cases studied here? The defining characteristics of social innovation
are that they create new combinations from existing elements. Consequently, what is needed to
promote local welfare innovations, is a long-term strategy for how to proceed and tap the resources
available in a versatile way: a new set of actions that has its roots in what already is available and
keep an eye on the future. In this regard, we call for a “territorial governance” perspective that
brings together place-based approach (see Barca, McCann, & Rodriguez-Pose, 2012) and multi-
level governance and reflects the desire for a better integration and participation of various
stakeholders. Furthermore, the more networked approach across all levels of governance and
through different societal sectors makes it possible to recognize the divergent consequences of

policy implementation — both projected and unexpected as noted also by Chevalier and Vollet
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(2018) in their study focusing on social innovations that have arisen under the LEADER
programme. In the context of welfare policy, territorial governance emphasizes a comprehensive
approach which alongside focusing on the divergent welfare needs of individual people considers
the broader viability or sustainability dimension of the communities and regions and works towards
it in tight collaboration with other policy fields as well as the actors from different societal sectors

(Well & Schmitt, 2015).

Reviewing and organizing the governance in a territorial perspective provides a workable
framework for the promotion of local welfare innovations. However, this is not enough. Attention
should also be directed towards how to involve people at the local level. We see that there is a need
for a more ideological shift from the oversimplified efficiency agenda of the neoliberal thinking
towards an approach where public services in general — not only those that are withdrawing — are
considered as an arena to stimulate, manifest, and cultivate the participatory form of democracy (see
Evers, 2010). A society based on shared ambition and reciprocal collaboration provides a good
breeding ground for various innovative welfare solutions to flourish. However, it must be accepted
that despite all the support and inspiring examples not all communities have the preconditions to be
innovative enough and there is still need for a welfare state that is just in terms of redistribution and

recognition (see MacKinnon & Derickson, 2012).
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