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Abstract: The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, particularly SDG 5, seek to attain gender
equality and empower all women and girls. While rural women face multiple challenges,
the innovative and entrepreneurial leadership of women in farming and rural areas can foster
resilient and sustainable rural communities. Although studies on women and innovation are
increasing, a clear definition of women-led innovation is missing. One objective of this paper
is to outline what makes women-led innovations a distinct kind of innovation, and why that
should matter for policy. Drawing on the conceptual framework devised for the EU Funded
Horizon Europe FLIARA (Female-Led Innovation in Agriculture and Rural Areas) project, we
propose a context to understand women-led innovation on farms and in rural areas within
the geographical scope of the European Union, while also identifying a set of distinguishing
features that make women-led innovation categorically different from other types of
innovations. Furthermore, another key objective is to show how a better understanding of
the distinctiveness of women-led innovations can contribute to policy by using the European
Commission Long-term Vision for Rural Areas as an example. We conclude by advocating for
an increased focus on women-led innovations in policymaking for a number of compelling
reasons. Firstly, women have significant potential to drive progress in rural development,
sustainability, and equality. They have a unique perspective and approach which can offer
transformative solutions to the challenges facing rural communities. Moreover, supporting
women-led innovations serves as a catalyst for revitalising rural areas in an evolving rural
landscape. Additionally, prioritising equal opportunities for all individuals and genders in rural
areas is not only an issue of common sense, but is a moral imperative. By making sure women
have the same access to education, resources, and opportunities as their male counterparts,
we endorse basic principles of fairness and justice.

Keywords: Women-Led innovation; Policy; Gender equality; Sustainability; Rural areas and Resilience

Highlights
e Successful rural women in agricultural and non-agricultural activities were identified
e In-depthinterviews focused on innovations of economic, environmental, social and cultural nature
e Results were evaluated from the perspective of sustainability and gender equality

e Substantial, procedural and normative reasons for embracing women-led innovations were
suggested

1. Introduction

The United Nations SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals) serve as a significant policy catalyst for
advancing sustainability, even within rural areas. Among these goals, SDG 5 stands out, striving to attain
gender equality and empower all women and girls (United Nations, 2015: SDG 5). A gender-inclusive
approach is not just about achieving policy objectives, but about including and empowering people who
can contribute innovative ideas and smart solutions to many key environmental, socio-cultural, and
economic challenges faced in rural areas across the globe, including Europe.

In addition to policy, innovations are increasingly recognised as key drivers of sustainability (Silvestre and
Tirca, 2019; Mariani et al., 2022) and can be understood or defined as new solutions to existing problems
or old solutions to new contexts. Fuelled by creativity and the development of ideas (Taylor 2017), these
innovations can pave the way for society to move towards a more sustainable future. They are evident
not only in technological advancements but also in social, political, and organisational domains. However,
achieving sustainability, or meeting the current needs of society without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet theirs, requires an approach that gives recognition and power to grassroots
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actors and processes, involving them within aninclusive, multiscale innovation politics (Leach et al., 2012).
While grassroots innovations, or bottom-up initiatives have been targeted extensively, particularly within
the social innovation literature (Mulgan 2006; Moulaert et al., 2019), mainstream innovation discourse
often overlooks the correlation with gender. Evidence suggests that innovation in literature is often
gender blind and may enable gender bias (Pecis, 2016). As such, women-led innovation has been defined
differently across literature, with definitions including connection to women-led firms (Audretsch et al.,
2020) to women’s entrepreneurship (Mari et al., 2024) and to social innovation cycles (Sarkki et al., 2021).
Yet, while women’s role in innovations are starting to emerge, there is still a general lack of gender
perspective in innovation literature not recognising properly the place (e.g., rural) and innovators
identities constituting a gender gap in innovation literature (e.g., Belghiti-Mahut et al. 2016). Nonetheless,
in the context of this paper, women-led innovations are viewed as progressions led by women, that
pursue economic, social, technological, environmental, political, or sustainable solutions, and are
influenced by societal contexts, which both hinder and facilitate collective female agency.

Matters of gender equality, power and social justice have not traditionally been key areas of interest in
innovation processes. For example, gender and other socio-cultural dimensions have largely been
neglected in energy innovation processes. Furthermore, Ranga and Etzkowitz (2010, p. 1) point out that
although “issues pertaining to women’s access, participation, advancement and reward” have begun to
receive more attention also in the areas of innovation, technology and entrepreneurship, there is lack of
knowledge about changes that are happening and mechanisms behind them. These fields have
traditionally been “characterised either by gender-blindness or male dominance”, which has impacted
research and knowledge production regarding innovation processes (ibid). Inclusion of women into
innovation processes can both, help to advance sustainability in general, and gender equality in particular.
Furthermore, the need for inclusion of women to innovation processes should be self-evident, because
women are 1) impacted by those innovations, and hence should have a role in their development,
2) representing half of the population, whose creative innovation potential can leverage innovations, and
3) often underrepresented in current innovation processes.

The objective of this conceptual paper is to understand what makes women-led innovations a unique kind
of innovation and explain how they matter for policy. We do so, by drawing on the conceptual framework
developed via the EU Horizon Europe FLIARA project and in turn developing a framework to understand
the context where women-led innovations operate in rural areas, and how such innovations can enhance
gender equality, rural resilience and sustainability. We also identify a set of distinguishing features that
make women-led innovation categorically different from other types of innovations. Furthermore, we
identify ways by which women-led innovations in rural areas can contribute to the Long Term Vision for
Rural Areas (LTVRA or ‘the Vision’) (European Commission, 2021a). This accentuates the necessity of
specifically recognising women-led innovations within the LTVRA and in turn within the Rural Pact and EU
Rural Action Plan (European Commission, no date; European Commission, 2021b). In general, our paper
contributes to a better understanding of the possible contributions of women-led innovation to
sustainable development and gender equality in rural areas.

2. Background
2.1 The Gender Inequality and Innovation Challenge In Rural Areas

The Council of Europe (2015) establishes that gender equality is a matter of human rights. It includes both
formal equalities, meaning that women and men should have the same opportunities, and substantive
equality, which refers to equality in outcome, such as equal distribution of power and resources
(Ahl, 2018). For example, a notable resource constraint pertains to childcare services, particularly in rural
areas. This limitation results in the unequal distribution of caregiving responsibilities for both children and
the elderly falling on women and potentially resulting in constraining opportunities for women on farms
and in rural areas (Ni Fhlatharta and Farrell, 2017). The removal of such barriers to equal opportunities is
essential, recognising that women and men may have different starting points. Achieving gender equality
therefore requires affirmative action, the redistribution of power and resources, and structural changes.
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Women play a crucial role in bringing about development and economic growth in many rural areas across
the European Union (Bradshaw et al., 2017). Their contributions to local economies through
entrepreneurship, agricultural practices and farm diversification are often central to enhancing overall
community development and resilience (Mehan and Mostafavi, 2023). Despite their substantial
innovative contributions to agriculture and rural resilience however, women are frequently
underrepresented in leadership positions and encounter difficulties accessing training, loans, and other
resources and services. Rural women and female innovators face a wide set of political, economic, socio-
cultural, technological, and environmental challenges (Annex 1).

The lack of gender equality in rural areas has led to considerations of the structural barriers rural women
face, and the contributions women-led innovations can have on these difficult situations. Firstly,
von Braun and Gatzweiler (2014) emphasised the range of barriers facing rural women, encompassing
restrictions within social, political, economic, ecological, and biophysical systems. These barriers,
(including access to land, finance and suitable childcare, education and training, social and cultural norms
and networking opportunities), play a role in restricting women's access to resources, services, and
opportunities, limiting their independence and hindering their capacity for development. This literature
reflects the reality of rural women, who are less inclined to engage in labour markets than men or urban
women, more likely to be unemployed, and are prominent in informal and vulnerable employment.
Secondly, Cornwall and Rivas (2015) discussed women’s economic empowerment and the potential for
community through investment in women, although they also acknowledge the limited attention given to
structural barriers facing women, which hinder their personal development. Thirdly, even though more
women act as entrepreneurs, they continue to face a “multitasking whirlpool, along with the lack of
financial resources, marketing skills and support services, including poor access to business networks,
technology and digital markets” (Kamberidou, 2020, p. 1). This literature collectively highlights a set of
challenges rural women innovators confront in their endeavours.

While rural women face a distinct set of challenges, the innovative and entrepreneurial leadership of
women in farming and rural areas is of paramount importance, particularly in the context of both
the challenges and opportunities for fostering resilient and creative rural communities (Dalla Torre et al.,
2020, Ni Fhlatharta and Farrell, 2017). Literature on women-led innovations is emerging for example in
the fields of social innovation (Lindberg et al., 2015; Maguirre et al., 2016; Maestripieri, 2017; Haji Ali
et al., 2018; Sarkki et al., 2021), on economic entrepreneurship (Demartini, 2018; Zeb and lhsan, 2020;
Audretsch et al., 2020; Zastempowski, and Cyfert (2021), technological environmental innovation
(Le Loarne-Lemaire et al., 2021), and digital innovation (Sundermeier et al., 2018; Schmitt et al., 2020).
In addition, social and digital innovation has been examined in the context of women entrepreneurs
(Suseno and Abbott, 2021). Feminist approaches to innovation have also been examined, for example
from the perspective of structures and institutional arrangements (innovation as a context) and by calling
for innovating race/gendered relations from the margins (political intersectionality) (Pecis and Berglund,
2021). However, most of these studies focus on women-led innovation in a particular field (e.g., digital
innovations), or a particular innovation category (e.g., social innovation), or in connection to a particular
barrier (e.g., racial oppression), whilst a general and holistic understanding of what makes women-led
innovation a categorically distinct kind of innovation is still missing. We are addressing this gap with this
paper by adopting a broad lens on innovations and their contexts (economic, political, institutional, social,
technological and environmental).

2.2 Distinctiveness of Rural Innovation

Innovation can be measured using indicators such as patents or investment in research and development
and rural areas can present poorly if innovation is measured in these terms (OECD, 2014; Freshwater,
2016). Similarly, if we view the innovation ecosystem as a more formal space involving universities,
government agencies and businesses, rural areas can be lacking (Freshwater, 2012). Rural areas can then
be viewed as places where innovation and the potential for it is weak. This may also link to a lack of
recognition by rural people and communities of their innovations (Dargan and Shucksmith, 2008).
Evidence also links rural innovation with social change and alternative development pathways supporting
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sustainable development. For example, the phenomenon of ‘neo-rurality’ is linked to a more circular,
cooperative socio-economy where for example, nature and culture are recommended in farming
(Ferraresi, 2018). Rural innovation is inherently diverse. Galliano et al. (2017) described how rural
ecological innovation, and entrepreneurship can combine technological and organisational innovation.
Similarly, Esparcia (2014) categorises various types of rural innovation, including new products,
technological innovation, innovative processes, and attitudinal innovations.

If rural innovation is not recognised for its distinctiveness and supported with this in mind a huge
opportunity is potentially missed. Atterton (2016, p. 216) for example argues: “rural areas could serve as
important ‘test beds’ for exploring alternatives to pursuing economic growth as the key driver of individual
and collective action, such as social justice, well-being or environmental sustainability”. Innovation in rural
areas can be empowering and allow rural populations to be at the forefront of innovations that address
rural challenges. For example, a rural ageing population can be seen as an issue for rural areas, but rural
innovation could “enable rural areas to be at the cutting edge of responses to population ageing”
(Atterton, 2016, p. 228). Certain groups, including women, have also been pointed to as the drivers of
rural innovation and entrepreneurship. These also include newcomers to farming (Monllor i Rico and
Fuller, 2016) and return migrants (Richer, 2019). Place and context have a major influence on the ability
of entrepreneurial individuals to thrive (Muller and Korsgaard, 2018).

2.3 Connecting Innovation and Policy With A View On Gender

Taking the above discussion into context, we call for a recognition of the diversity of rural women
innovators, whose agency is often limited by a complex set of varying but persisting structural biases.
These barriers are normatively, procedurally, and substantially hindering sustainable rural development,
and are sought to be overcome by women-led innovations, and by a set of existing policies. Therefore,
until gender equality is achieved, women innovators should be targeted by affirmative policies. We
propose a general framework addressing women-led innovation and their contribution to gender equality
and possibly also for rural sustainability. The framework considers that gender blind policy generates
persistence and resilience for the status quo, where gender inequality prevails, and sustainability
challenges are not eased, as shown in connection to gender mainstreaming efforts in European
agricultural policies (Diamanti and Duncan, 2023). Therefore, in addition to being a desirable
characteristic, resilience can also block sustainability transformations (Lyytimaki et al., 2023).

The framework presented below in Figure 1 acknowledges that policy and innovations are coupled,
recognising that innovation processes rely on and are reinforced by supportive policies. On the contrary,
successful innovations serve as proof for policymakers to establish supportive frameworks adapted to
specific types of innovations and to foster the development of innovation ecosystems (Granstrand and
Holgersson, 2020). Furthermore, our framework proposes that overcoming gender blindness in policy and
innovation development is transformative and can contribute to easing sustainability challenges and
gender equality. Gender blindness being a failure to recognise or give due consideration to gender
differences and the inequalities that exist in social, economic and political contexts. While this is
somewhat an ideal assumption, there is some evidence supporting it. Regarding gender equality, it can
be argued that increased inclusion of women in innovation development and establishing appropriate
policy structures to support that, can be justified in normative, procedural, and substantial arguments.
Normative inclusion is reflected, for example, by UN SDG 5 on gender equality. The globally agreed policy
goal thus works as normative justification for supporting women-led innovations. A procedural argument
underscores the importance of unlocking the creativity of women, who constitute half of the global
population (Ritter-Hayashi et al., 2019). As established by stakeholder theory (Reed et al., 2009), it can be
argued that because women are impacted by the decisions and innovation processes, they should also be
included into these processes as active innovators, instead of passive recipients of the outcomes of
innovations. Substantial argument links to the assumption that women-led innovations can contribute to
gender equality and ease sustainability challenges. While the link between women-led innovation and
sustainability is not immediately apparent, there is emerging evidence supporting the contributions of
women-led innovations to wider rural sustainability and positive resilience of rural communities
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(Ravazzoli et al., 2021). Figure 1 considers that gender sensitive policy and women-led innovation are
interlinked and represent an important pathway to initiate transformations towards gender equality and
also sustainability.

Gender blind
policy
; : Gender sensitive
.:'..E :,.:‘ policy
PO
Sustainability ot S § D et % Desirable futures:
challengesand < Statusquo 2 : P 2 Transformations = systainability and
gender inequality i [ SO R e ; gender equality
i3
P2
Ly aesp Women-led
o innovation
Gender blind
Innovation

Fig 1. Framework to understand policy and innovations as drivers towards sustainability. Source: own elaboration

Hence, in the present paper, we put forward an alternative view of frameworks for innovation, because
the current frameworks are often gender blind, and assume that innovation benefits a wide range of
actors, while not recognising that an uncritical focus on innovation often masks and even reinforces
structural inequalities (Todtling and Trippl, 2018). We highlight that women-led innovations recognise
the gender dimension, and diversity within women who innovate and who may benefit, or experience
disadvantages related to the innovations (see Jiménez, 2018). We consider that women-led innovations
are part of a larger fabric of inclusive innovation, focusing on women’s agency in driving innovation
(Owalla et al., 2022). In order to do so, innovation frameworks need to address the type of innovations
required, the actors involved and their interrelations, the type of learning they undertake and
the institutional environment in which they operate (Foster and Heeks, 2013). Rural women are often in
a more disadvantaged situation than males or urban women (see Annex 1 for challenges rural women
encounter). Also, the role of place (e.g., rural context) is important for innovation opportunities for
a diversity of actors, such as diverse groups of rural women and for promoting their participation in
innovation processes essential for inclusive innovations (see Owalla et al., 2022). Inclusive innovation
understands the diversity of actors and recognises structural factors, like societal expectations and roles,
cultural norms, policies, that may place women innovators in unfavourable positions or even discriminate
against them (ibid).

2.4 What Distinguishes Women-Led Innovation?

The term ‘innovation’ typically refers to something new and is strongly associated with technological, and
market innovations (Edwards-Schachter, 2018). Nonetheless, it is important to note that innovation takes
on various forms, encompassing political and social innovation. All of these forms of innovation are
intertwined with the identity of the innovators, whether they are technology developers, market players,
politically active people and movements, or civil society actors. Women are, without a doubt, represented
in each of these categories. So, what distinguishes women-led innovation? Drawing on the conceptual
framework developed for the FLIARA project, we suggest defining women-led innovations specifically and
treating them as a unique category with a separate definition (Box 1).
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Box 1. Proposed definition for women-led innovations in rural areas via the FLIARA Project.

Women-led innovations are processes led by women, that seek novel economic, social, technological,
environmental, political, and/or institutional solutions, and that are embedded in societal contexts,
which can block or/and enable collective female agency. Especially in the rural context, even small scale
and otherwise conventional women-led innovations can be considered as radical and disruptive against
patriarchal mindsets evoking opposition and resistance, with patriarchal referring to a social system,
where men hold power and authority. The successful realisation of women-led innovations can thereby
be linked to achieving goals that the innovators have, but also to questioning wider societal norms
undermining female agency and gender equality.

In the following, drawing from the work of the FLIARA conceptual framework and utilising relevant
literature, we make four arguments on what makes women-led innovations categorically different from
other forms of innovations.

1. Innovators’ Identity Matters: Diverse rural women are at the heart of our framework, showcasing their
excellent practices and achievements. As such, it becomes important to allow these women to identify as
innovators or entrepreneurs. The successful entrepreneur, or the “distinguished entrepreneur” regardless
of gender, is an innovator; a visionary; a person who predicts and shapes the future; takes initiative;
accepts change, risk, and failure; learns from it; and sees what others do not see, among other things
(Carayannis and Stewart, 2013, quoted from Kamberidou, 2020). These individuals are visionaries who
have the potential to shape the future, take initiative and embrace change, however, despite these shared
characteristics, gender blindness persists in supposedly gender-neutral approaches to innovation
(Belghiti-Mahut et al., 2016). These gender-neutral approaches, lacking intersectional understanding
(people can be marginalised due to intersecting factors; gender, race, class, etc.; see Cho, Crenshaw and
McCall, 2013) align with gender blindness, because they often neglect the identities of those engaged or
excluded from innovation processes due to structural factors. This weakness disregards the unique
challenges and opportunities that gender characteristics bring to the innovation process, shoring-up
existing gender prejudices and imbalances. In considering this, we incorporate the intersectional feminist
perspectives (DeFelice and Diller, 2019), recognising the complicated interaction of various social
identities and approaches of domination. However, we also acknowledge the way in which social norms
and beliefs influence women innovators' perceived gender identity, thereby shaping how gender
influences innovation processes. Studies that show women innovators and entrepreneurs in China and
found that gender stereotypes had a negative moderating effect on female opportunity recognition and
development (e.g., Huang et al., 2022). This means that female gender identity significantly matters for
innovation regardless of how the women identify themselves.

2. Collective Female Agency: Our framework recognises the communities of practice that women
innovators may create and join. Such communities of practice or feminist coalitions can be based on caring
for each other (Eleutério and van Amstel, 2020). Women'’s collective agency can also emerge from
common subordinate experiences, serving as a means to pursue gender equality advancement
(Sweetman, 2013). The women-led innovations present a paramount possibility for collective agency.
Women cover half of the world’s population, and therefore collective female agency can have major
impacts on innovation processes, innovation ecosystems and diffusion of innovations. Rural women
frequently face disadvantage, but women-led innovation has the potential to empower not only
the innovator but also other rural women by promoting mutual or self-empowerment. Consequently,
innovations by women, can set an example and have benefits beyond the economic situation of
the innovators. In addition, individual women-led innovations are thus linked to the collective agency of
women.

3. Facing Negative Resilience: Our framework takes resilience as a central concept and notes that
resilience can be both negative and positive. Negative resilience is characterised, for example, by
persisting patriarchal values and norms in society, culture, economy, and politics that compromise gender
equality and block women-led innovation (Ni Fhlatharta and Farrell, 2017). We term resilience of this kind
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toxic resilience and propose that persisting patriarchal dominance is characterised by toxic resilience.
In addition, women-led innovations are not apolitical. Even if not directly challenging patriarchal values,
they often exemplify empowering roles for women thus indirectly challenging gender power structures.

4. Ethical Underpinning: As women-led innovations challenge gender power structures, they also have
an ethical underpinning. Banerjee et al. (2023) proposes collectivisation and people-centered social
innovation as an ethical approach aimed at respecting diversity and understand power dynamics. In
the case of women-led innovation and the presence of unjust power dynamics, there exists a normative
imperative for the often-disadvantaged half of the society to have an equal say in shaping social change.
Therefore, women-led innovations form a distinct category of innovations that may encompass
technological, political, social, and/or markets/economy-related dimensions. The distinctive feature of
women-led innovations is their embeddedness in social structures and their potential to change existing
societal gendered structures and common disadvantages that influence the lives of rural female
innovators and other rural women.

3. Methodological Process

To understand how women-led innovations can contribute to policy objectives of gender equality and
sustainability, we use the LTVRA as a testing stone. The European Commission acknowledges
the fundamental roles that Europe’s rural areas play, encompassing the provision of food, shelter,
employment, and essential ecosystem services. To ensure that rural areas continue to fulfil these vital
roles, the European Commission outlined the LTVRA, extending to 2040 (European Commission, 2021a).
The Vision delineates areas of action aimed at fostering stronger, more interconnected, resilient, and
prosperous rural areas and communities. To realise the objectives of the Vision, the European Commission
introduced a Rural Pact and an EU Rural Action Plan with tangible flagship initiatives and innovations
(European Commission, no date; European Commission, 2021b ). The LTVRA aspires to enhance resilient,
prosperous, connected, and stronger rural areas in Europe. However, it does not explicitly address
the element of women-led innovations. The European Council approved the conclusions on the LTVRA,
also highlighting the role of women in rural development: “Another social aspect taken into account by
ministers in the conclusions is the role of women. The Council considers that supporting measures are
needed to help create new work opportunities and better involve women in decision-making. The equal
participation of women in farming is also an important goal highlighted by ministers in this regard”
(European Council, 2023). This stresses the political relevance of understanding women-led innovations,
and their potential to advance goals set for example by the LTVRA .

Our paper is conceptual, and hence it does not include bodies of primary empirical materials. Instead, we
used insights from the process and output linked to building the FLIARA project’s conceptual framework
(Farrell et al., forthcoming). The process to generate the FLIARA framework engaged experienced
researchers within the project from ten EU countries. Using a collaborative, multi-actor approach, six key
perspectives were identified to develop the FLIARA conceptual framework, namely gender, rural,
innovation, resilience, sustainability and policy and governance. Each concept was developed using “light
touch concept notes” (short literature summaries) covering different aspects of the six key perspectives
(e.g., for the Gender perspective: Gender and Social Constructs, Gender Equality, Gender and The Matilda
Effect, Gender and Communication, Gender and Social Networks, Gender and Antifeminism, Gender
Support and Training, Gender and Digital, Gender Conflict and Work Life, Gender and Extension Advisory,
and; Gender Intersectionality) which were combined under the umbrellas of the six perspectives. Finally,
the six perspectives were brought together in the final form of the framework. The process lasted six
months in 2023.

In the present paper, the materials and ideas gained during the FLIARA framework building process are
analysed to shed light on the linkages and contributions by policy and women-led innovations to achieve
the LTVRA objectives, complemented by explicit focus on gender equality. Our analysis can add value to
the discussions around the LTVRA, but it also functions as an illustration of the interrelations between
policy and women-led innovation as displayed in Figure 1. We used a method to generate proposals for
action on how women-led innovations and related policy developments can be used as a way to enhance
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the LTVRA including its four objectives: (1) Prosperous, (2) Connected, (3) Strong, and (4) Resilient rural
Europe. Backcasting is a method used widely in scenario literature and futures research (Bibri, 2018).
Itaims to create normative stepwise transformation pathways towards a desired future world.
Backcasting helps to illuminate two key issues: the desirable future, and pathways towards that future.
The desirable future objectives in backcasting are wide enough to allow a connection to diverse strategies
and actions, but specific enough so that concrete measures to reach them can be identified. In the case
of the present paper, the four objectives of the LTVRA complemented by gender equality offer the widely
agreed, policy relevant and specific enough desired future points. The pathways towards those futures
are identified by working backwards from a desirable future state to the present, in order to identify
specific actions on the pathway needed to reach the desired state. In our case, we started to work
backwards from each of the four objectives by asking for example: what needs to happen in terms of
women-led innovations and policy in order to reach the objective of connected rural areas. We found that
inclusive rural innovation ecosystems are important here. Then the next question was to consider what
needs to happen in terms of women-led innovations and policy in order to reach the inclusive innovation
ecosystems. These chainlike questions then allow us to identify transformation pathways consisting of
specific actions from the present to the desirable future point. Furthermore, some actions may be shared
across the four pathways towards stronger, connected, prosperous and resilient rural Europe. A common
way to visualise the results of this backcasting exercise is a map of pathways with specific actions and
arrows showing relationships between the actions progressing towards the desired future goals
(Pihlajamaki et al., 2018) (Figure 2, Section 4.5).

We chose to examine our framework in line with the LTVRA because of its current centrality within the EU
rural debate and its relevance in future policy discussions. Table 1 outlines four steps in backcasting and
our application.

Tab 1. Four generic steps in the Backcasting method and our application in the present paper. Source: own elaboration

Steps in Backcasting (Holmberg

1998; Bibri 2018)

Application of Backcasting in Our Study

Step 1: Define a framework and
criteria for sustainability that is
supported by existing literature.

We propose a framework for understanding women-led innovations and
their contributions to sustainability and gender equality in rural areas
(Section 2.3). We also define criteria that distinguish women-led
innovations from other types of innovations (Section 2.4). In doing this,
we consider that dynamics between women-led innovation and gender
sensitive policy can play a crucial role when working towards
sustainability and gender equality in rural areas (Figure 1, Section 2.3
above).

Step 2: Describe the current
situation in relation to that
framework

We outline a set of challenges for gender equality and women-led
innovations that are current reality in many rural areas (see Annex 1).

Step 3: Envisage a future sustainable
situation

We adopted the general future sustainable situation from thelLTVRA,
which focuses on enhancing resilient, prosperous, stronger, and
connected rural areas (section 4.1-4.4). We emphasise gender equality
as an important cross-cutting theme for achieving these four goals.

Step 4: Find strategies and actions
for sustainability

We screened the materials that emerged while developing FLIARA’s
conceptual framework (Farrell et al., forthcoming) to identify strategic
actions that can enhance women-led innovations and gender equality in
ways that help to achieve the four goals of the Vision . We then devised
the linkages between the Vision and women-led innovations, and
identified specific actions, which were then putin a timeline starting from
the desired future points working backwards to the present (See Section
4.1, 4.2,4.3, 4.4). The pathways are summarised in Figure 2 (Section 4.5,
below).
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4, Women-led Innovations and the LTVRA

The six perspectives grounding the FLIARA approach are presented in Annex 2. The approach places
an emphasis on women-led innovation and can offer valuable insights for future discussions and policy
developments related to the LTVRA . Below, we outline how women-led innovations link to the four key
aspects of the LTVRA , with the objective of fortifying rural areas, making them more prosperous,
connected, stronger and resilient. These objectives are connected also to gender equality with the Council
of Europe (2016, p. 11) establishing gender equality as a “principle of human rights and women’s human
rights as an inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal human rights”.

4.1 LTVRA objective 1: Prosperity as Sustainability and Gender Equality

Rural areas can become more prosperous by diversifying economic activities to new sectors with positive
effects on employment, and improving the value added of farming, agri-food, forestry, and other
bioeconomy activities (European Commission, 2021a). Women-led innovations can potentially contribute
to economic growth in rural areas through entrepreneurship and the development of economic practices.
Furthermore, we advocate extending the concept of prosperity to consider sustainability and gender
equality. This can take place by reimagining what sustainability means and by mainstreaming women-led
innovations across rural areas. Women-led innovations have the potential to redefine sustainability and
gender equality in rural areas. One of the primary drivers of gender inequality lies in the often invisible
and hidden discourses of masculinity (Smith and Kimmel, 2005). Thus, new imaginaries of equality and
sustainability, including those of masculinity and femininity could be a powerful agent of change. Beck
etal. (2021) considers how sociotechnical imaginaries, or collective visions of a desirable future can
contribute to understanding transformations towards sustainability. In terms of gender equality and rural
sustainability imaginaries held and co-created by those in society who hold less power or influence can
provide fresh perspectives on the essence and direction of equality and sustainability. In this context,
promoting the co-creation of alternative imaginaries is pivotal in driving cultural shifts and encouraging
women-led innovations to play a central role in reimagining equality and sustainability in rural areas.

Prosperity as holistic sustainability links for example to Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG) by the United Nations (2015). SDG 5 is focused specifically on gender equality, but women-led
innovations can help to drive broader transformative change towards economic, but also socio-cultural,
environmental and institutional sustainability. Transformation for long-term sustainability means a radical
change in social, economic and environmental systems to ensure the well-being of current and future
generations (Haug, 2018). Understanding the complied socio-cultural and political systems where women-
led innovations are either diffused or impeded is critical. Learning can be based on real-world experiments
and experiences on the key issues facilitating or hindering diffusion of promising women-led innovation
journeys, which can reveal important insights on how promising but isolated practices can be
mainstreamed across society to initiate transformative change for equality and sustainability in rural
areas. Ni Fhlatharta and Farrell (2017) demonstrated how female innovators can be viewed as
development drivers in rural regions, bringing about positive changes in enterprise and employment
creation, internal investment, and the positive impact of gender relations on the traditional patriarchal
rural society. However, one of the existing challenges is that these female innovators are geographically
excluded from sectoral enterprise support that their urban counterparts can access.

4.2 LTVRA objective 2: Enhancing Connectivity Through Innovation Ecosystems

Connectivity objectives encompass the maintenance and enhancement of public transport services and
digital infrastructure to ensure better-connected EU rural areas (European Commission, 2021a).
The FLIARA project proposes an expansion of this concept by introducing the idea of innovative
ecosystems to further develop connectivity. Rural innovation ecosystems can help to revitalise
the countryside and achieve balanced and sustainable development (Yin et al., 2022). An innovation
ecosystem is a dynamic framework comprising a range of actors, activities, and artifacts, institutions, and
relations, including complementary and substitute relations that are important for the innovative
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performance of an actor or a population of actors (Granstrand and Holgersson, 2020). While gender
mainstreaming is a key objective of EU rural policies, more targeted policies are also needed to secure
entrepreneurial social spaces of innovation for women in rural areas. Furthermore, connectivity is also
connected to digitalisation. There is a need to identify specific training needs for rural women innovators
using digital solutions and considering accessibility, and broadband as equality issues.

Innovation ecosystems include a plausible leverage point for gender equality, by enabling women to
assume diverse roles within these ecosystems, such as intermediaries, knowledge and solution providers,
co-creators, innovators, adapters, and funders (Butzin and Terstriep, 2023). Women as Ecosystem Leader,
Supplier, Assembler, Complementor, Expert, Champion, Entrepreneur, Sponsor and Regulator (Dedehayir
etal., 2022) can actively contribute to enhancing equality and sustainability in rural areas, playing diverse
and influential roles. However, biased innovation ecosystems may hinder women-initiated innovations.
For example, women innovators often face additional challenges in establishing their qualifications,
talents and achievements, and female role models within innovation ecosystems are often lacking. When
women participate in various roles within innovation ecosystems, the likelihood of other women
encountering discrimination diminishes, and their ideas and efforts are less likely to be undermined due
to gender bias. In this way, innovation ecosystems can play a significant role in promoting gender equality
and sustainability within rural areas.

4.3 LTVRA objective 3: Stronger Rural Areas Through Women-led Innovation

The concept and reality of stronger rural areas includes innovative solutions for services provision,
leveraging digital tools, and fostering social innovation (European Commission, 2021a). We propose two
themes to strengthen rural areas through inclusivity and empowerment, as advocated by women-led
innovations, namely, performing against patriarchal norms and feminist governance.

Firstly, prevailing patriarchal values and gender roles represent one of the key root causes of gender
inequality, especially in rural areas (e.g., Meyers, 2002). These patriarchal norms consisting of culturally
constructed practices, stereotypes, roles, and expectations towards women may undermine women'’s
opportunities. Women-led innovations can challenge and reshape these constructions by showcasing
successful activities often not associated with the female realm. The concept of performativity, rooted in
Butler’s (1990), Gender Performance Theory, affirms that gender is an identity constituted and instituted
through a repetition of acts, as part of processes that construct social reality via language, gestures, and
symbolic social signs. The concept of performativity stresses that gender is not a natural identity, but
instead is an ongoing or continuous state shaped by societal norms and expectations. The potential of
performativity to induce change can be viewed as a bottom-up practice, where individual women, female
collectives and female innovators initiate change by showing that things can be done differently (Sarkki
et al., 2021). Examples of women-led innovations can show the benefits and change attitudes towards
women engaged in innovative activities.

Secondly, affirmative governance, government directives or voluntary programmes that can identify and
promote disadvantaged groups and overcome discrimination, could help to enhance gender equality and
boost women-led innovations in rural areas. The idea is that affirmative governance is needed to provide
equal opportunities for disadvantaged groups, like women, and so contribute to a more just world by
enhancing the potential to act in policy, economy, innovation development, social life in a more just way.
One practical policy solution for affirmative governance is feminist governance, which refer to
the institutions and tools developed within political institutions to advance the inclusion of a gender
perspective in policy making, while providing institutional continuity and stability to gender equality policy
making (Elomaki and Kantola, 2022). A feminist governance framework encompasses institutions (e.g.,
gender equality bodies) and policy-making tools (e.g., gender mainstreaming, gender budgeting) within
political institutions to promote policy making that takes gender into account. In a practical sense, this is
illustrated for example by the inclusion of women into agricultural extension initiatives. Extension
advisory in gender refers to the process of integrating a gender perspective into agricultural extension
programmes and services to ensure that they meet the specific needs and priorities of both women and
men farmers. The inclusion of the gender perspective tackles the specific barriers and challenges women

573/709



farmers might encounter (GFRAS, 2016). Therefore, innovations transforming the relevant political
decision-making institutions can change the rules of the game and enable equality, sustainability, and
facilitate subsequent women-led innovations in the future.

4.4 LTRVA objective 4: Resilience: Positive and Negative Aspects

Ensuring the green and digital transitions are equitable and considering the needs of all rural community
members, including those from disadvantaged groups is crucial in strengthening the social resilience of
rural areas. Making rural areas more socially resilient requires tapping into the full breadth of talents and
diversity in our society (European Commission, 2021a). Thus, a key component of the LTVRA is resilience.
Nonetheless, we stress that resilience, particularly sociocultural and political resilience, referring to
the ability of a society to adapt or recover in the face of social, cultural and political challenges, can display
both good and bad traits. Positive resilience is connected to collective action by and for women. Cornwall
(2016) notes that: “when women are able to come together and organise themselves to make demands,
build constituencies and alliances, they are more likely both to succeed in making changes for other
women and also experience for themselves the empowering effects of mobilisation” (p. 352). Therefore,
collective female agency can play an important role in female empowerment. Collective female agency
encourages positive resilience by fostering innovation through acquiring and sharing knowledge and
developing social capital between local rural women and external support agencies. Positive resilience
can also be a characteristic of individual female innovators. Research has shown that the three
psychological dimensions of resilience (toughness, resourcefulness, and optimism) predict
entrepreneurial success, while resourcefulness is being the most important indicator of an entrepreneur's
success (Ayala and Manazano, 2014). In essence, the resilience of women innovators can boost women-
led innovations and serve as sources of collective female resilience. This contributes to overall rural
development due to key roles women play for example in agriculture, food production and poverty
eradication (UN Women, 2013).

We identify two forms of negative resilience undermining gender equality: maladaptation and toxic
resilience. Maladaptation refers to a situation where exposure, vulnerability and sensitivity to disruptions
increase due to action taken, instead of increasing positive development and positive resilience.
Furthermore, maladaptation results in conditions that are worse than those that the original strategies
were trying to address (Schipper, 2020). Examples of maladaptation are firstly that women invest
extensive amounts of voluntary work to innovation development, or on social innovation with high hopes,
however, as the time and unpaid and even uncredited work increases it leads to little or zero improvement
of the women’s situations. A second example is connected to the promise of women-only networks, which
may enhance collective agency by women, but may also function as maladaptive ways of constituting
‘feminised ghettos’ with low-value businesses, or less-valued social innovations, thus reinforcing women’s
subordination.

Toxic resilience is interconnected to the persistence of toxic masculinity, which is defined as aggressive
and dominant male behaviour, undermining both men’s and women’s roles and identities in society. Toxic
resilience refers to situations where the prevailing socio-cultural system of beliefs and practices resists
efforts to transform it towards greater equality and may be reinforced when it benefits those who profit
from the existing status quo and women’s subordination. Toxic resilience may manifest at various levels:
in family dynamics, where gendered roles and tasks are relevant for equality; on farms, where gender
stereotypes and biases restrict women's opportunities and influence; within innovation ecosystems,
where women may face challenges in obtaining valued roles and positions; and at the societal level, where
deep-rooted value systems and cultural norms resist change. The Matilda Effect, the lack of recognition
of women innovators or scientists despite their outstanding achievements, is yet another example of toxic
resilience (see Rossiter, 1993). Antifeminism is a more visible form of toxic resilience, which is a backlash
and a counterattack in response to the real or imagined threat that feminists and emancipated women
are supposed to represent for the legitimacy and stability of patriarchy, or to men’s identity and interest
(see Blais 2012).
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Given the plausible negative implications of resilience, it is important that the LTVRA acknowledges this
dark side of resilience and consider not only how to build resilience, but also how to erode negative
resilience. There are also signs of erosion of toxic resilience regarding rural women. The traditional rural
family has been for years an agricultural enterprise at the same time. The strongly patriarchal concept
resulted, among other things, from property rights, where the eldest son always inherited the estate.
However, under the pressure of the diminishing importance of family farms in favour of big business,
the diminishing importance of agriculture in the rural labour market, and also in line with
the democratisation of society, the patriarchal system has begun to erode. Its content also changed from
the subordination of women to the persistence of the traditional division of labour.

4.5 Summary of The Potential Contributions of Women-Led Innovation To The LTVRA

Finally, we summarise the discoveries on potential contributions by women-led innovations into
theLTVRA, and its four objectives. Figure 2 shows a set of actions that link to women-led innovation and
that help to move towards the four objectives of the LTRVA. The four objectives of the Vision are displayed
at the right-hand side that are enhanced by a set of actions linked to women-led innovations. Those
actions are colour coded so that those actions written in black link to two or more of the four key
objectives, while those actions written in colour link to one objective. It also shows actions that are
relevant for several objectives. The actions on the left-hand side of the figure illustrate changes that are
needed to kickstart the set of actions progressing towards the four objectives. Three immediate action
points have been identified: fostering women-led innovations in rural areas, translating equality agendas
into actionable policies, and substantiating the necessity for affirmative policies aimed at promoting
women-led innovation. In so doing, this paper seeks to convey the message to policy makers on the pivotal
importance of the women-led innovation for rural sustainability and gender equality.
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Fig 2. Causal diagram based on Backcasting exercise by authors on plausible ways women-led innovation can contribute to
the four objectives of the LTVRA. Source: own elaboration

575/709



5. Discussion and conclusion

We have proposed features that make women-led innovation a distinct kind of innovation. We consider
that (assumed) female identity, collective female agency, resisting negative resilience, and a specific
ethical underpinning related to goals of gender equality make women-led innovations a distinctive kind
of innovation. This distinctiveness also calls for partly different criteria to evaluate women-led innovations
and their success. On the one hand, meeting the goals of the innovator is a common criterion for
innovation success. On the other hand, with women-led innovations also performing against
the “patriarchal normal” and showing examples of how innovation processes can be led by women
functions as another criterion for success by showcasing positive female agency. This makes women-led
innovations living examples of a movement towards gender equality and justifies affirmative policies
targeting women. However, women-led innovations are not only to be supported by policy because of
equality objectives. Instead, they can have major contributions to achieving also other sustainability and
policy goals, as we showed with the case of the LTVRA.

This paper underscores a pressing need to advocate for the robust integration of women-led innovation
into current policy discussions. While gender equality and related challenges are increasingly recognised
in diverse policy developments in various European and global contexts, women-led innovations remain
relatively marginalised in official policy documents. We have carefully detailed how women-led
innovations relate to the four key objectives of LTVRA. Women-led innovations stand to revitalise rural
areas, breathing new life into them and propelling them towards a future characterised by sustainability
and equality. Considering this, we propose three compelling justifications for why the LTVRA should
embrace women-led innovations (see also Annex 3).

Substantial Reasons: Women-led innovations have the potential to make substantial contributions to
rural development, sustainability, and social equality. They can act as a driving force behind inclusive,
sustainable and gender-equal rural development. Disregarding the innovation potential harboured by half
of the population would be both imprudent and unjust.

Procedural Reasons: Embracing diversity in innovation types and actors can fortify rural development and
prepare communities to confront an array of concurrent sustainability challenges, particularly in an age
of polycrisis, such as climate change. In addition, the participation of women, who are key stakeholders
in rural areas, in decision-making and innovation processes is key to effectively addressing the unique
challenges that rural women face.

Normative Reasons: Aligning the objective of promoting gender equality, as outlined in the United
Nation’s Sustainable Development Goal 5, we assert that as long as the innovation landscape remains
unequal for women, affirmative governance measures are justified. Such measures are indispensable until
a state of true equality for rural women is achieved. Recognising the current necessity for gender equity,
affirmative actions are indispensable until such a time when gender equality prevails, rendering these
measures obsolete.

The integration of women-led innovations into the LTVRA is not just an ethical imperative but can add
value to the processes towards rural sustainability and gender equality. By doing so, we can pave the way
for rural areas to flourish, bridging the gap between sustainability practice and equality.
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Annex 1. Overview of Challenges Women Innovators Face via FLIARA project

Categories Of Challenges

Political

Economic Factors

Socio-Cultural Factors

Challenges For Gender Equality and Women-Led Innovations In Rural
Areas

Government Policy — Women’s rights

While the EU strives for gender equality in the policies it adopts,
the diversity among the members and the tensions between national
sovereignty and supranational political framework create disparities
between the rights that women have in the EU countries.

Women'’s Political Participation and Representation

The data shows that women continue to be under-represented in politics
and public life, in the European Parliament, but also in national
parliaments, governments and local assemblies (Shreeves and Zamfir,
2023).

Political Stability — The Rise of the Right Wing

Political stability, depending on the political orientation of the dominating
parties, may reduce women’s rights in the respective countries,

The Gender Wage Gap and Income Disparities

Women in the EU continue to earn less than men, with an average gender
pay gap of 12.7% in 2021 (Eurostat, 2021).

Women's Roles in the Informal Economy

The informal economy is a significant source of employment and income
in rural areas, and women often play a crucial role in this sector. However,
informal work is often undervalued, low-paying, and lacks social
protections such as healthcare and pension benefits.

Women and Employment

Rural women are globally less likely to participate in the labour market than
men or urban women, and they are more likely to be unemployed.
Socio-cultural norms

According to the FAO (2017) challenges for rural women include: social
norms that limit women’s agency, lack of education, and lack of legal and
financial entitlements.

Lack of Attention to Structural Barriers

Many development discourses fail to adequately address the structural
obstacles that rural women encounter. Structural obstacles are
the institutional, social, and economic constraints that consistently
disfavour and constrict possibilities for demographic groups, particularly
rural women.

Lack of Attention to Women’s Rights

Although there has been progress in recognizing the value of gender
equality and women's empowerment, there are still large gaps in how
women's rights are effectively addressed and prioritized within
development frameworks.

Patriarchal Values and Roles

Traditional gender roles, manifested for example in the dominance of men
in political bodies, or men’s influence over women and control of their
decisions, for example not allowing women to work outside the home.
Cultural Prejudices

Prejudices may include scepticism about women-led innovations and their
benefits, social and cultural boundaries regarding women in business,
perceptions that a woman’s place is at home, not in business and in
the public sphere.
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Technological Factors

Environmental

The Accessibility of Technology for Women

In some rural areas, women may have limited access to technology due to
infrastructure  challenges (e.g., insufficient broadband internet
connectivity) or social norms that limit their use, which can limit their
ability to access information, connect with markets, and adopt more
sustainable and efficient farming practices.

Gender Bias in Technology Design

Technology solutions can be designed with unconscious gender biases that
can make them less accessible or less effective for women. For example,
precision agriculture tools may be designed for larger-scale farming
operations, which can exclude smallholder women farmers.

Access to Finance

Women in rural areas may have limited access to finance, which can make
it difficult to invest in technology. This can be due to gender-based
discrimination in access to credit or a lack of collateral, which can limit
women's ability to access loans.

Technology as a Driver of Change

Technology can be a powerful driver of change in rural areas, but it can also
reinforce existing gender inequalities. For example, the adoption of labour-
saving technologies can free up women's time for other activities, but it can
also reinforce traditional gender roles that assign women to domestic
work.

Access to Resources

Women's participation in agriculture and innovation may be hampered by
their lack of access to resources like land, water, credit, and technology.
Cultural traditions, unfair inheritance rules, and unequal resource
distribution can make it difficult for women to acquire and manage these
resources.

Knowledge and Information Gaps

Women's ability to learn about cutting-edge agricultural methods and
technology may be hampered by unequal access to information, training,
and extension services. These disparities are made even worse by
the absence of gender-responsive and tailored extension programmes.
Natural Resource Management and Climate Change

Women living in rural regions have difficulties as a result of climate
change's effects on agriculture. It may be more challenging for women
to innovate as rainfall patterns change, extreme weather events occur
more frequently, and the environment is degraded.
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Annex 2. Six perspectives Grounding the FLIARA Approach

1 Rural Perspective

Rural areas have specific histories and development pathways that have implications on gender equality
and sustainability. In addition to differences between women and men, there are a set of different factors
that influence rural women’s opportunities to pursue a good life. We acknowledge that rural women
cannot be categorised into a single group since they have a variety of needs, networks, and access to
resources. They are also vulnerable to a variety of stereotypes, prejudices and taken for granted positions.
The rural perspective highlights a set of important understandings that are underpinning our framework.
First, rural areas are constantly evolving places and spaces influenced by globalisation, de-globalisation
and localization including development of new industries and economic development. The rural is
a distinct space and place diverging from urban areas and having also particular types of challenges, such
as. outmigration to cities, and lack of employment and education opportunities. A specific issue for gender
equality is that patriarchal attitudes, values, roles, and stereotypes prevail in rural areas more strongly
than in the cities. These are relevant at multiple levels including individual actors, families, farms,
innovation ecosystems, policy, and socio-cultural systems. Some rural studies literature has focused on
considering that rural landscapes are driven by productivist, post-productivist, or multi-functionalist rural
restructuring ideas. Extending on these ideas, diffusion of rural women-led innovation could plausibly lead
to post marginalized ruralities characterized by gender equality and sustainability.

2 Gender Perspective

Our framework combines two lines of gender research: the empiricist line and the social
constructivist/poststructuralist line. The empiricist line consists of mapping inequalities between women
and men, of which rural areas are ripe. However, these inequalities are most often based on
discriminatory, gendered social practices that can be changed, and which is the focus of a poststructuralist
investigation. The concept of gender as socially constructed is fruitful in showing, first, the myriad ways
in which gender structures social life, and second, how gendered social structures, practices and
representations imply certain gender orders that subordinate women to men. Making such arrangements
visible through research has made it possible to challenge and change them. Gender research is thus
inherently political.

Our framework focuses on women-led innovation yet recognizes that such innovations are positioned and
treated by multiple socio-cultural constructs. Especially, our framework proposes that policy, innovation
ecosystems, visions of sustainability and equality, gender roles, stereotypes, and related norms can be
reconstructed to enable transformations towards sustainability and equality in rural areas.

3 Resilience Perspective

The FLIARA framework seeks to understand the potential contributions of women-led innovations on
gender equality and rural sustainability. As such, the question is about change, and also stability, and their
interplay. For this purpose, FLIARA employs the concept of resilience, which is generally understood as
the ability of a system, organization, individual or an enterprise to maintain its core functions and
processes in the face of disturbance. Any resilience assessment needs to ask resilience of what, to what,
and for whom. The ‘for whom’ is interesting as it points to power relations and the inherently political
nature of resilience. As such, resilience can be both positive and negative. It can be positive when, for
example, the women innovators and their businesses are resilient against discriminatory practices, which
treat them unfairly, in society, due to their gender. Resilience can be negative for example when prevailing
societal constructions are resilient against change driven by women-led innovations. In that case,
resilience maintains prevailing power relations and status quo and works for those who benefit from
the existing situation. FLIARA considers resilience as a background, meta level concept, that can explain
some positive and negative features linked to possibilities for women-led innovations to create change
towards equality and sustainability.
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4 Sustainability Perspective

The sustainability perspective starts with a recognition that rural areas include sustainability challenges
regarding economic, social, cultural, environmental, and institutional dimensions. The FLIARA
conceptualization of sustainability is open and includes economic, environmental, social, cultural, and
institutional dimensions without conceptual restrictions. The key is to map also potential innovations that
may contribute to achieving the visions. Gender equality is a key aspect of sustainability. Generally, gender
equality has three elements: recognition of women’s knowledge, norms, and values, fair distribution of
benefits and costs between women and men, and the opportunities for women to participate in decisions
concerning their own lives. FLIARA will examine how the three elements of gender equality are interlinked
with dimensions of sustainability.

5 Innovation Perspective

The FLIARA framework adopts three key aspects from the innovation perspective. Firstly, the FLIARA
framework recognizes that women-led innovation journeys include a series of steps. The innovation
journey starts from aspirations related to enhancing rural lives or responding to existing sustainability
challenges and / or to emerging diverse crises. Yet, innovations might sometimes simply be motivated by
individual career and family well-being considerations, even if they eventually end up benefitting more
people. Secondly, the framework considers that women-led innovations evolve and are developed within
innovation ecosystems, which may provide support in form of resources, expertise, knowledge, and
networks for women innovators. Yet, it is also recognized that rural innovation ecosystems may be
resilient against women-led innovation processes. Thirdly, the idea of scaling women-led innovations is
an important aspect of the framework. Scaling implies different forms by which women-led innovations
can diffuse across society and there a variety of different forms of scaling (e.g., scaling-up, scaling down).

6 Policy and Governance Perspective

The FLIARA framework also considers the policy perspective. An effective policy and governance
framework can facilitate women-led innovations. Yet, policies are not only about boosting innovations
but may also provide structure and security to people, including women innovators. Furthermore, legal
frameworks have a long history of patriarchal principles, which in the EU context mostly have been
abolished in principle, but not in practice. On the positive side, the idea of gender mainstreaming may
boost also women-led innovations. Gender mainstreaming implies the consideration of gender in all
decisions. Other promising tools for developing policy to enhance gender equality include affirmative
action, feminist governance, and policy benchmarking.
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Annex 3. Substantial, procedural, and normative reasons why women-led innovations

need to be recognised in the LTVRA.

Four Aspects of the LTVRA

Prosperous Rural Areas —
Diversification of economy;

sustainable food
production.

Resilient Rural Areas —

Social and environmental

resilience; resilience
against climate change.

Connected Rural Areas —

Digital connectivity,
mobility and
transportation.

Stronger Rural Areas —
Empowerment, social
innovation; access to
services.

Substantial Reasons

Because women-led
innovations can lead
to new types of
businesses and
diversify rural
economies and food
sector.

Because practices
linked to women-led
innovations enhance
diversity of rural
innovation
contributing

to resilience.

Because digital
solutions may have
different implications
for genders, and
women-led
innovation can make
digital solutions more

accessible for women.

Because access

to services

(e.g., childcare; farm
substitutes) for rural
women can be
enhanced by women-
led innovations that
link to service
innovations.

Procedural Reasons

Because women-led
innovations can help
to reimagine what
sustainable rural
areas are and can be.

Because the ability for
societal renewal is
enhanced by women-
led innovation
processes
contributing

to resilience against
multiple future
sustainability
challenges.

Because rural
innovation
ecosystems
supporting women-
led innovation,
contributes also to
network building and
social capital in rural
areas.

Because collective
female agency is
enhanced by women-
led innovation and
contributes to
empowerment
processes in rural
areas.

Normative Reasons

Because of

the requirement

to ensure equal
(economic)
opportunities for
diverse actors and
genders.

Because social
resilience is not

a neutral
characteristic of
the system but
benefits some more
than others. Women-
led innovation can
break “bad” unjust
resilience.

Because digital and
mobility solutions are
for all, and women-
led innovation can
enhance connectivity
and mobility
specifically for
women.

Because inclusivity of
women also in terms
of opportunities for
innovation is

a normative
requirement and
important aspect of
empowerment.
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