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Abstract: The role of social innovation initiatives in contributing to sustainable rural development
has been discussed both in academia and practice. Some scholars argue that, rather
than delivering solely on unmet needs and services, social innovation should have
a broader transformative impact. By applying Castro-Arce and Vanclay’s analytical
framework for transformative social innovation (2020), the paper seeks to analyse
the experience of a rural development initiative based in Portugal. The results of this
exploratory study indicate that, in triggering bottom-linked governance, the initiative
has taken on the bridging roles of knowledge broker, resource broker, shared vision
champion, transparency and conflict resolution agent, and network enabler. Alongside
taking on these bridging roles, the initiative under study, while promoting cooperation
and knowledge exchange, has encountered some challenges further discussed in
the paper. Finally, the paper makes some suggestions on how the proposed
framework could be enriched.

Keywords: transformative social innovation, rural development, bridging roles, bottom-linked
governance, Portugal

Highlights

e The development of rural regions requires social innovation to have a transformative
potential.

e Bridging roles taken on by social innovation initiatives serve as enabling factors for bottom-
linked governance.

e Social innovation initiatives must acknowledge critical success factors in triggering
bottom-linked governance.

e Rural development actors encounter certain challenges while the promotion of
transformative social innovation.

¢ Regional development can be associated with potential hindering factors for the promotion
of transformative social innovation.

1. Introduction

The role of social innovation (SI) in the development of urban areas has been widely discussed
in the literature and is recognized as a tool for establishing more participatory decision-making
and transforming social relations (Moulaert et al., 2009; Mieg & Topfer, 2013; Angelidou
& Psaltoglou, 2017; Christmann, 2020). At the same time, despite an initial lag, the research done
into the processes underlying the emergence, spread and promotion of Sl in rural regions has
begun to catch up (e.g. Neumeier, 2017; Bock, 2016; Katonané Kovacs et al., 2016; Navarro et
al.,, 2018; Sept, 2020), with Sl being recognised as ‘not only a task for individual and
disadvantaged rural areas but a common concern’ (Bock, 2016, p. 570).

Within the growing interest in Sl for rural development, the relationship between top-down and
bottom-up approaches to rural and regional development has been investigated (e.g. see Flora
& Bregendahl, 2012; Maye, 2018), raising questions on how S| processes take place within
the top-down/ bottom-up logics. Despite the presence of both research suggesting the need for
top-down centralised support for innovation (e.g., Gifford & McKelvey, 2019) and research
advocating for more attention towards the bottom-up character of Sl, recent inquiries generally
agree on the importance of the combination of approaches (Melnykovych et al., 2018) and
the need for establishing a ‘meso’ level of activity (e.g., Eizaguirre & Parés, 2019). The research
suggests that this ‘meso’ level can provide a space for actors from various sectors and at different
scales to meet and implement policy objectives through programmatic activity’ (Courtney
& Powell, 2020, p. 18—-19). In the process of establishing and through the functioning of this ‘meso’
level, ‘enablers’, ‘embedded intermediaries’ and ‘brokers’ play an important role (Neumeier, 2012;
Richter, 2019; Castro-Arce & Vanclay, 2020). They focus on building networks among actors and
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providing space for collaborative action in order to contribute to dialogue between the different
levels involved and facilitate projects operating on the ground (Courtney & Powell, 2020).

The collaborative middle ground where actors share decision-making is understood as bottom-
linked governance that ‘aspires to become adaptive, enabling more inclusive and effective
planning’ (Castro-Arce and Vanclay, 2020, p. 53). The aim of such governance, therefore, should
not only be in linking bottom-up and top-down logics, but in creating the space for collaboration
essential for establishing planning practices designed to address major sustainability challenges.
As such, Slinitiatives play a crucial role in enabling the bottom-linked governance through building
bridges between various sectors and (geographical) contexts, enabling the knowledge and
information transfer, acquiring resources, building a shared vision for regional development.

Thus, current research aims at exploring how Sl initiatives can contribute to and promote
sustainable rural development by triggering bottom-linked governance. By applying the analytical
TSI framework by Castro-Arce and Vanclay (2020) and by looking at how Sl in rural areas can
trigger sustainable change by establishing new practices and/or re-establishing existing practices
of cooperation, networking and patrticipation in rural areas, this paper seeks to analyse the case
of a rural initiative based in the Baixo Alentejo region of Portugal. As such, the contribution of
the paper lies in applying the framework to an initiative operating in a European rural context,
providing empirical evidence on how the Sl initiative had triggered bottom-linked governance, and
addressing some of the potential improvements to the TSI framework applied.

In order to address the proposed research gap, the paper is structured as follows. Section 2
provides the theoretical outlook on the concepts of Sl in rural studies and transformative Sl as
well as presenting the analytical framework applied. In Section 3, the methodology of the paper
is explained in more detail. Section 4 presents the case under study with some background
information. In Section 5, the analytical framework is applied to the case of a local development
association based in rural Portugal, focusing on the bridging roles of the association and
the critical success factors for the bottom-linked governance. Section 6 makes some conclusions
resulting from the analysis. Finally, Section 7 elaborates on both the potential additions to
the framework and makes some suggestions for further research.

2. (Transformative) social innovation for rural regions
2.1 Social innovation in rural studies

Innovation, considered to be a key driver of regional development (e.g., Pike, Rodriguez-Pose
& Tomaney, 2011), has long been approached from the standpoint of technological innovation
and economies of agglomeration, placing an emphasis on urban centres. However, such
an approach provides a narrow perspective, leaving out other types of territories and other types
of innovation (Vercher et al.,, 2020). As a consequence, the processes underlying Sl (e.g.,
enabling factors, supporting forces, actors arrangements) in rural contexts are still rather
understudied.

In an attempt to address this gap, a growing body of research into Sl in rural areas recognises
the relevance of Sl in developing and sustaining rural communities (Neumeier, 2017; Bock, 2016;
Esparcia, 2014; Katonané Kovacs, Varga & Nemes, 2016; Nijnik et al., 2019; Zivojinovié et al.,
2019). The need for Sl in rural communities stems from the fact that quite often rural regions are
regarded as marginalised (Lombardi et al., 2020) or structurally weak (e.qg., Fischer, 2014) due to
the combination of social, economic and environmental challenges they face (Dinis, 2006;
Di lacovo et al., 2014; Esparcia, 2014; Dax & Fischer, 2018). However, such an image of rural
areas has been challenged since such regions have the potential to find new ways of addressing
such challenges, ‘being innovative when they have the necessary space and power to act’
(Bosworth et al. 2016, p. 458). Some research argues that rural regions have particular features
in terms of innovation and have the potential ‘to kick off the discussion on the feasibility of post-
growth trajectories’ (Dax & Strahl 2018, p. 299). By creating more participatory practices (Moulaert
et al., 2005), turning towards utilising local resources and recognising their crucial importance for
rural development (Neumeier, 2012), as well as by creating new practices that lead to more
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resilience in rural areas (Knickel et al., 2018), Sl is thought to represent an important tool in
helping regions overcome existing challenges.

The importance of Sl initiatives for rural regions stems from their ability to address the gaps that
such areas have suffered due to austerity measures and state withdrawal (Bock, 2016; Bosworth
et al., 2020). While filling such gaps (e.g., absence of rural services, neglect of cultural and
environmental heritage), Sl initiatives must strike a delicate balance between the civic self-
reliance and self-organisation, and cross-sectoral and translocal collaborations (Bock, 2016,
p. 552), where a multi-level middle ground for collaboration is of utmost importance in ensuring
decision-making be shared and transparent. This middle ground, being rooted in social
collaboration and social learning where novel practices are developed (Bock, 2016), calls for
a multi-stakeholder approach where Sl processes would transcend both sectoral and
geographical division.

Within the literature on Sl in rural areas, Sl is assumed to support rural communities and
contribute to their development in several ways. Sl can support sustainable rural development
through building upon neo-endogenous strategies (Neumeier, 2012) that mobilise local resources
to satisfy local public needs and create economic value at the same time (Di lacovo et al., 2014).
S| initiatives, by developing actors’ context-sensitive arrangements, can support rural
communities by contributing to reducing social inequalities and disproportionate resource
allocation (Zivojinovié et al., 2019). Through create and sustaining networks among actors
(Neumeier, 2012; Gobattoni et al., 2015) and advancing more efficient collaboration between
them (Grinberga-Zalite et al., 2015), Sl contributes to rethinking social and spatial solidarity
among actors involved (Bock, 2016). By the adaptation of innovative solutions in the form of
changed attitudes and practices (Richter, 2019), SI can encourage local linkages and collective
learning cultures (Navarro et al., 2018) as well as change unsustainable behaviours and remove
structural constraints (Gobattoni et al., 2015). Applied thusly, Sl has the potential to contribute to
the sustainable development of rural areas through collective action and community self-
advocacy.

2.2 Analytical framework of transformative social innovation

Sl has been understood to be gaining importance over technological innovation as the latter has
become seen as unable to tackle societal challenges in their full complexity (Howaldt & Kopp,
2012). However, viewing Sl as a ‘perfect tool’ or ‘panacea’ in meeting major societal challenges
underestimates the complexity of these challenges, understood as ‘wicked’ (e,g, Rayner, 2006;
Nicholls et al., 2015) and ‘persistent’ (Schuitmaker, 2012). As such, systemic change is seen as
necessary in tackling such challenges (Rotmans & Loorbach, 2010; Avelino et al., 2019),
consequently requiring Sl to have a transformative potential. Such transformative social
innovation (TSI) has entered the discourse (Haxeltine et al., 2016) as Sl that ‘challenges, alters
or replaces dominant institutions? in the social context’ (Avelino et al. 2019, p. 198).

Building upon the ideas of TSI, Castro-Arce and Vanclay (2020) designed an analytical framework
in order to explore how Sl initiatives promote transformation in a social-ecological system (SES)
by fostering bottom-linked governance, understood as a collaborative middle ground where actors
from diverse geographical arenas, political levels and sectors meet in order to share decision-
making (Pradel Miquel et al., 2013). The connection between bottom-linked governance and Sl
is particularly interesting since bottom-linked governance can be seen as ‘both an outcome of S
and as a socially-innovative space of action’ (Castro-Arce & Vanclay, 2020, p. 46).

2 Based on Castro-Arce and Vanclay's elaboration of Ostrom (2005), institutions are understood as both formal and
informal arrangements used by actors in order to organise and govern their interaction amongst themselves and with
the environment, as well as mechanisms applied for creating and changing such arrangements.
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Fig 1. Framework for transformative social innovation. Source: authors, elaborated based on Avelino et al., (2019),
Castro-Arce and Vanclay (2020)

S| has evoked many varying approaches and understandings. Notwithstanding, some scholars
agree that Sl has to have a broader transformative impact (Westley et al., 2016; Novy, 2017;
Parés et al., 2017). Such impact, however, cannot be achieved by disconnected local initiatives
and actors (Castro-Arce & Vanclay, 2020). Serving as an intermediary, Sl initiatives, therefore,
have to take on a role of bridging various sectors of industry, scales and social groups. This
capacity to take on bridging roles is central to bridging organisations, understood as those using
collaborative mechanisms in order to bring together diverse actors (Crona & Parker, 2012;
Kowalski & Jenkins, 2015) and bridge local actors and communities with other organisational
levels (Olsson et al., 2004). Due to the fact that bridging organisations are of a formal nature,
Castro-Arce and Vanclay (2020) suggest applying the term bridging institutions (ibid). Such
bridging institutions, due to the varied functions they exercise, have the potential to influence
other institutions, governance systems, and the degree of empowerment of local communities
through increased participation in and access to decision-making. Additionally, bridging
institutions play an important role in crisis management, conflict resolution and the construction
of a shared vision among the stakeholders. As such, the five bridging roles, understood as
enabling factors of bottom-linked governance, are the roles that must be undertaken by actors
involved in Sl initiatives for the process of transformation to occur (Table 1).
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Tab 1. Bridging roles of Sl initiatives. Source: author’s own elaboration, based on Castro-Arce & Vanclay (2020)

Bridging roles Objectives of Sl initiatives in triggering bottom-linked governance
Network - developing networks and interconnecting existing ones
enabler - better addressing regional challenges through cooperation at vertical and
horizontal levels
- creating awareness of and empathy for the needs of all actors involved
Knowledge - providing a forum for sharing, translation and creation of knowledge
broker - promoting and connecting local knowledge and expertise to the extra-local know-
how
Resource - serving as arenas for shared decision-making
broker - bridging the resources (financial, human, social, etc.) leading to win-win outcomes
- contributing to reduction of transaction costs (in monetary, political and social
terms)
Transparency | - facilitating participation and collaboration of actors around common agendas
and conflict - serving as an intermediary in resolving the conflicts arising around conflicting
resolution interests
agent - contributing to establishing the trust among the actors in the networks
Shared vision - enacting a process of creating a shared vision of sustainable regional
champion development
- aligning visions and missions through collaboration and resources sharing
- acknowledging and addressing different aspirations and needs

Alongside the bridging roles described in their work, Casto-Arce and Vanclay (2020) place
an emphasis on success factors that need to be taken into account when discussing the potential
of Sl to trigger a transformative change and bottom-linked governance. As such, the first success
factor is the acknowledgment of the fact that both the interests of local communities and
the social-ecological context will change over time. The process, in which local communities
actively advocate for the satisfaction of their needs, may potentially lead to the satisfaction of
such needs but also to a change in their (future) needs and concerns. Thus, the authors argue
that TSl is an ongoing, ‘iterative process that reveals opportunities to change, while inspiring and
initiating change’ (Casto-Arce & Vanclay, 2020, p. 49).

The second success factor that needs to be acknowledged is that the local action delivers better
sustainability outcomes only when it aims to scale-up at multiple levels, including geographical
scales as well as political levels of cooperation. It stems from the fact that, despite innovative
initiatives being important at the local level, in order to contribute to sustainability and to be truly
transformative, such initiatives have to operate at wider levels. Such local initiatives can have
a broader scope of influence, consequently leading to a greater scope of outcomes, when
accompanied by resources and support from formal institutions.

The acknowledgement of the necessity for cooperation with formal institutions in order to enable
and sustain transformation is the third success factor. Formal institutions, especially when they
are characterised by flexibility, open-mindedness, and a willingness to take risks, as well as when
such formal organisations trust in community engagement, play a key role in developing policies
and regulations to guide enhanced regional development and future Sl (Castro-Arce & Vanclay,
2020). Being supported by such institutions, Sl initiatives can gain the resources needed for
the innovation process to be continuous.

Lastly, the fourth success factor for the transformative potential of Sl is the acknowledgement of
the need for power and decision making to be shared in the governance system. As outlined
before, Sl has to act on and between different sectors (both public and private), political levels
and geographical scales (Castro-Arce & Vanclay, 2020). Through tasks and resources being
distributed among actors as well as through knowledge and decision-making being shared,
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socially innovative initiatives promote cooperation, contribute to conflict resolution and aim at
the empowerment of actors.

By taking on these bridging roles and acknowledging the critical success factors presented
previously, Sl initiatives play an important role in mediating between the top-down and bottom-up
forces and actors. As such, the TSI framework serves as an analytical tool to be applied to rural
Sl in order to analyse how such Sl can trigger the processes of transformation through bottom-
linked governance, promoting multi-scale and multi-level cooperation, contributing to
empowerment, knowledge transfer, resource acquisition and mediation between stakeholders.

3. Methods

In the current paper, an Sl initiative from Baixo Alentejo, Association for the Development of
the Municipality of Moura (Associacao para o Desenvolvimento do Concelho de Moura, in the text
— ADC Moura), has been used as a case study, selected as the exemplar based on its rural focus
and its active involvement in the community over the last two decades of intervention promoting
training, entrepreneurship and business creation, as well as institutional and strategic
cooperation.

The research undertaken was a qualitative case study. Data was collected through document
analysis (e.g. internal reports) as well as analysis of other related sources (e.g. web-page of ADC
Moura,). Such analysis was applied to identify the organisation’s aims and objectives as well as
to gain a systematic overview of the projects implemented and the stakeholders involved.
Narrative data was collected through expert interviews with key stakeholders recruited by
the means of snowballing sampling (e.g. Noy, 2008) with key experts identifying and
recommending further contacts. This technique was applied since the expertise in the field of Sl
is not a robust, clearly defined quality (Chatzichristos & Nagopoulos, 2020). During a secondment
with ADC Moura between March and May 2019, 16 interviews were collected. The actors
interviewed were ADC Moura’s staff, members of the local government and regional agencies
dealing with regional and rural development, as well as members of local action groups (LAGS).
Additionally, the actors interviewed represented the partners of ADC Moura in implementing and
running projects. The interview guide included open-ended questions focusing on:
1) the challenges rural areas face (initial triggers) and the responses aimed at solving those
challenges (responses provided); 2) projects and activities initiated; 3) the constellations of actors
and/or networks that the association is actively collaborating with; 4) enabling and constraining
factors in the organisation’s work, including those challenges concerning cooperation and
collaboration while promoting Sl. In order to comply with the ethical concerns of the research
(e.g. Vanclay, Baines & Taylor, 2013), informed consent was obtained for all interviews,
elaborating both on the research procedures and the possibility for the interviewees to withdraw
at any time. The interviews were conducted in both English and Portuguese, with the latter being
translated into English.

Following that, the interviews were transcribed and analysed using the thematic analysis,
a method for “identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke,
2006, p. 79) constituted by several stages (ibid). After the first stage of initial coding, the produced
initial codes were used in order to identify emerging patterns and their potential to be allocated to
certain themes. As the themes that were identified as a result of coding were covering many
domains, current paper focuses mostly on those themes that can be identified as i) Sl addressing
local needs and/ or providing a response to local challenges, ii) constellations of actors while
designing, implementing and running Sl projects, iii) the roles that the initiative has taken on while
promoting Sl, and iv) potential challenges and difficulties faced while working on Sl projects for
overall rural development.

Based on the analysis of the empirical data collected, following sections discuss the case under
study in more detail and draw on some findings discussing the role of ADC Moura, a rural Sl
initiative, in the process of Baixo Alentejo’s development.
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4. Case study of ADC Moura: a local development association from rural
Portugal

According to the literature, over recent decades, Portugal has been suffering from unemployment
and migration of populations towards urban areas (especially with regards to younger
generations) due to various factors such as rural land abandonment and land desertification,
absence of employment alongside ageing population combined with low population density
(Pinto-Correia, Barroso & Menezes, 2010; Figueiredo & Pereira, 2011; Campos et al., 2016;
Oliveira & Penha-Lopes, 2020; Pato, 2020).

Baixo Alentejo region, the core intervention area of ADC Moura, is no exception. Being classified
as a predominantly rural region (Eurostat, 2016) and identified as a ‘moderately weak’ rural region
(Hennebry & Stryjakiewicz, 2020), the region is dealing with one of the lowest population densities
among Portuguese regions (Eurostat, 2019), coming to 14.1 inhabitants/km?. The combination of
low population density, population decline and high levels of age dependency, might have
a strong influence on business development, outmigration and ageing population potentially
leading to a deepening of the disparities between regions and furthering the ‘littoralisation’
process understood as disparities between the coastal and the more in-land regions of Portugal
where wealth is concentrated in coastal regions ‘while the inland regions have remained
neglected and underdeveloped’ (Hennebry & Stryjakiewicz, 2020, p. 6).

However, despite some authors suggesting that such a situation ‘is a constant’ in the Portuguese
countryside (e.g., Pato, 2020, p. 213) — and although this has been the trend in recent decades,
— ‘a new countryside is beginning to shift towards more diverse neo-rural expressions’ (Oliveira
& Penha-Lopes, 2020, p. 34). Such a shift occurring in rural areas requires a change in future
approaches to regional development that would go beyond targeting economic growth and would
focus on ‘local participation, social innovation and establishing trust as preconditions to effectively
impact well-being dimensions’ (Dax & Fischer, 2018, p. 297).

In order to overcome said challenges, ADC Moura has been a pioneer in the region with regards
to such work. Established in 1993 through the initiative of a group of citizens from the municipality
of Moura, ADC Moura’s work has been inspired by the principles of local development, social and
solidarity economy and equal opportunities. As put by a member of the association:

The reason why ADC Moura was founded was because they [initial members] thought this
kind of organisation was needed in the territory to help people develop the new initiatives,
to help develop territory. In fact, there was no such organisation that had an integrated
view on the territory and that is what ADC Moura does. (Member of ADC Moura, March
2019).

According to ADC Moura’s Strategic Plan (Plano Estratégico 2020-2021), over the years, ADC
Moura has been acting as a promoter, an interlocutor and as a partner in various projects and
initiatives related to the different dimensions of development at the local, regional, national, and
international level. The projects initiated by and supported through ADC Moura’s work are guided
by a concern to meet the aspirations and needs of the people and territories in which they operate.
As such, ADC Moura seeks to contribute to lessening the effects of structural weaknesses?, within
the framework of integrated, participatory, solidary and sustainable development. Such
contribution is further explored by applying the idea of the bridging roles taken on by the Sl
initiative.

5. Findings

5.1 Bridging roles of ADC Moura as enabling factors for bottom-linked governance

In order to enable bottom-linked governance and work towards shared decision-making between
top-down and bottom-up actors, as well as across different sectors and different geographical
contexts, Sl initiatives have to take on several bridging roles. The bridging roles that focus on

3 Structural weakness here is reflected upon by the ADC Moura members and is understood in terms of combination
of lack of services, distance from markets, low population density, aging population, and unemployment.
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promoting networks, acquiring resources, sharing knowledge, and working towards conflict
resolution are further discussed drawing from the analysis of ADC Moura’s projects and
interventions.

5.1.1 ADC Moura as a promoter and enabler of multi-level networks

One of the flagship projects facilitated by ADC Moura is EPAM (Business development in
the aromatic and medicinal plant sector in Portugal). Since the beginning of the initiative in 2011,
it has aimed at i) fostering the development of a national network related to the production and
sale of aromatic and medicinal plants (PAM), ii) supporting entrepreneurship within the sector and
developing the capacity of its agents as well as at iii) disseminating knowledge within and beyond
the sector. Due to the ADC Moura’s in focusing on needs of the PAM sector in Portugal, EPAM
has grown over time to become a nation-wide collaboration (and an ‘umbrella’ platform for many
other projects such as Cooperation to grow the aromatic and medicinal plants sector,
COOP4PAM) bringing together PAM producers and farmers, distributors, various development
associations and entrepreneurs as well as research entities. One of the main elements of
the network was the digital platform and the forum created by ADC Moura as a cooperation and
dissemination tool for actors involved in the PAM sector. The creation of this digital platform
triggering the process of documenting innovation and ‘best practice’ was followed by the creation
of a database of producers and other agents in the sector. Creation of the database led to
the emergence of strong support infrastructure and knowledge exchange through the digital
platform (‘relative’ technological/ digital innovation). As a result, it helped establish the network
involving the PAM producers from disconnected rural areas where they can exchange their ideas,
propose collaboration projects, seek advice in both horizontal (producer to producer) and vertical
(producers to research entities, regional development agencies etc.) manner. Through
collaborating towards their common interest — developing the PAM sector in Portugal and beyond
— all the actors involved, at the same time, acknowledge different interests of the parties involved.

5.1.2 ADC Moura as an agent in the transfer of knowledge

Regarding the transfer of knowledge, ADC Moura established the Centro de Competencias das
Plantas Aromaticas, Medicinais e Condimentares (Competence Center for Aromatic, Medicinal
and Spice Plants, CCPAM) within the EPAM network. First established in 2015 as a response to
the call by the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Rural Development (MAFDR), CCPAM brought
together producers, industry, associations, national scientific and research entities and
municipalities. Such knowledge transfer between actors acknowledges i) the constraints and
needs of economic agents along the chain; ii) importance of applied research and experimentation
along the value chain, iii) transfer of knowledge and technologies to companies in the sector;
iv) marketing, strengthening skills and seeking innovative solutions that reinforce the sector's
competitiveness throughout its value chain; v) promotion of the Portuguese PAM sector’s
competitiveness, and vi) dissemination of knowledge on potential international partnerships that
can leverage the national development of the sector. With the growth of and rising interest in
the PAM sector in Portugal, ADC Moura recognised the necessity to create conditions for
the development of integrated, collective and strategic action within the sector. Due to the relative
novelty of the PAM sector, the space for strategic action based on the knowledge exchange and
sharing the expertise was missing. Recognising this, CCPAM serves as a platform for improving
the production and dissemination of knowledge by interconnecting research to practice and vice
versa. As an outcome, through CCPAM, ADC Moura encourages both sharing of information and
knowledge between the bottom-up and top-down levels (vertically) and across sectors, e.g. from
research entities to producers (horizontally).

5.1.3 ADC Moura as a shared vision champion

Over its 27 years, ADC Moura has been bridging the visions and aspirations of various
stakeholders regarding the future development of the region, by bringing together actors from
different arenas with their own (not always aligned) interests towards a shared vision of
the region’s development. Such a shared vision for the future of the region was talked about by
interviewees with aspirations built around the ideas of sustainability, interconnectedness, and
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opportunity-driven development. The common aspiration, repeated by both ADC Moura’s
members as well as partner organisations and institutions, is a sustainable, integrated
development of the region that is based on utilising local resources that are unique to the territory:

So one of our main assets is that we have a territory which has a lot of potential and has not
been spoiled yet. So one of our goals would be to keep what is unique about our territory
and to keep it sustainable, both environmentally and economically (Member of
Intermunicipal community of Baixo Alentejo, April 2019).

The shared vision around the potential future development of the wider Alentejo region, based on
the interview data, is centered around four main domains that both local development
organisations and formal organisations regard as important. The first domain is cooperation,
where, instead of being competitive, local and regional actors combine efforts in being more
efficient and solidary in their work towards regional development. The second domain that such
a shared vision is sustainability, where the actors, instead of pursuing short-term goals and
deliverables in projects, attempt to build a support infrastructure for future interventions.
The emphasis on connecting local resources and knowledge to wider contexts is the third priority
by which such a shared vision is constituted. The fourth domain is concerned with promoting
opportunity-driven development instead of just focusing on solving the problems. As such, by
promoting a shared vision, ADC Moura aims at changing both the perspective of formal
institutions and the local communities on utilising local knowledge and resources towards
achieving sustainable rural development.

5.1.4 ADC Moura as a transparency agent, mediator and conflict resolution agent

Through its intervention, ADC Moura has been bringing different interests together and acting
upon it as a mediator between local communities and public administration. Such mediation can
be seen in terms of mediation in capacity building, mediation in budgetary domain and mediation
in conflict/ crisis resolution. Within the capacity building domain, the main objectives of
ADC Moura’s work, in cooperation with the Institute for Employment and Vocational Training
(Instituto do Emprego e Formacéao Profissional), are focused on providing support at all stages of
project design, implementation and consolidation by unemployed members of the community.
Such work involves support in the preparation of the business plan, monitoring and post-creation
consultancy in the first 2 years of activity. As such, it is targeting the creation of independent
entrepreneurial activities by the local population, supporting them in acquiring the necessary
levels of confidence and knowledge in order to run their own activities in the future without fully
relying on ADC Moura’s mentoring. As an intermediary in budgetary terms, in a partnership with
the municipality of Moura, ADC Moura has been a part of a project promoting participatory
budgeting in the municipality of Moura (Orgamento Participativo). Within this initiative, the main
aim is to involve the citizens of the municipality in the definition of local public policies, namely in
decision making on the investment priorities of the municipal budget, based on a process of
reflection and debate about the territory’s problems and opportunities. As a result, the local
community has a chance to gain direct access to decision making as well as the opportunity to
exercise their agency in deciding how the municipal budget would be allocated. Within the domain
of mediation in conflict resolution, ADC Moura has been working closely with the Roma
community in the wider context of the Baixo Alentejo region. Within the project on municipal
mediation (Mediadores Municipais e Interculturais), the aim lies in strengthening the integration
of the most vulnerable communities, namely Roma and migrant communities, as well as in
deepening intercultural dialogue between the various communities and the host society,
promoting social cohesion and improving the quality of life. Facilitated by ADC Moura, such
dialogue and partnerships are capable of creating bridges between citizens and institutions, as
well as achieving change based on mediation between local actors, bringing actors around
the same agenda, preventing conflict or, when necessary, acting on it in a mediating manner.

5.1.5 ADC Moura’s role in acquiring the necessary resources

ADC Moura’s involvement in and facilitation of many projects has allowed the initiative to be more
effective and efficient in obtaining resources through established networks covering a wide range
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of public and private partners as well as geographical contexts. By participating in a substantial
number of projects facilitated by the European Union (EU), ADC Moura has received
organisational and financial support in the domain of research on social entrepreneurship and
social innovation (RurAction, Horizon 2020) and active citizen engagement (My Smart Quatrtier,
Erasmus+), with such opening up access to state-of-the-art academic knowledge and best
practice on issues related to the ways in which Sl initiatives might contribute to sustainable rural
development. By being a part of such EU projects, acquiring the academic knowledge and linking
such knowledge back to practice — the domain that organisations often lack the time and
resources to work on themselves in such depth — ADC Moura has been able to bridge those
resources back to the territory. Linking local interests and needs to European, national and
regional development frameworks, ADC Moura has been able to acquire resources that, while
coming from the EU and national funding, still acknowledge local needs and interests.

Through developing the projects in conjunction with other projects and partners, ADC Moura has
been able to maximise the opportunities for project activities and to minimise the related costs.
However, the initiative still faces some difficulties in working in the ‘patchwork’ manner:

[Starting the projects], we try to get some financing, [...] and we always know that we must do this
through a puzzle of different projects that when they can come together, we can more or less do
most of the strategy. What is happening now is that even the puzzle is becoming smaller and
smaller with pieces that no longer can be connected. It is becoming more and more difficult to just
put things running (Member of ADC Moura, March 2019).

ADC Moura has been able to overcome financial and operational constraints through partnering
with peer organizations (such as Local Action Groups of ESDIME and Terras Dentro) and wider
inter-municipal and inter-regional networks (Intermunicipal Community of Baixo Alentejo
(CIMBAL) and Portuguese Federation of Local Development Associations (Minha Terra)). Such
collaboration manifests as peer exchange, regular meetings, seminars and workshops for
the purposes of exchanging and disseminating the latest know-how. Such an approach facilitated
the acquisition of support in those domains where local knowledge and resources were lacking.
By bringing the missing resources to the territory through networks and by operating through
the project work rooted in cooperation and support for more efficient interventions, ADC Moura
has taken on a role of resource broker.

In order to create a ‘meso’ level for actors to come together in the process of rural development,
Sl initiatives must take on the roles of bridging institutions that have the ability to: promote
networks and enable the circulation of knowledge and resources within those networks, while
promoting transparency within and beyond their own operations.

5.2 Critical success factors for transformative regional development: a balancing act

Alongside bridging roles that are discussed in the TSI framework and that ADC Moura takes on,
the critical success factors have to be taken into account. Acknowledging those factors is needed
to ensure that, through triggering bottom-linked governance, transformative regional development
is to appear.

The first success factor is the acknowledgment of the fact that both the interests of local
communities and the social-ecological context will change over time. The process, in which local
communities actively advocate for the satisfaction of their needs, may potentially lead to
the satisfaction of such needs but also to a change in their (future) needs and concerns. The initial
impetus for the work of ADC Moura was a wish expressed by a group of local people to promote
an integrated area approach to local development, combining many distinct local community
interests and needs. However, over time, ADC Moura has adapted the scope of its interventions
based on the changing needs of the community towards more extra-local work, international
cooperation, and knowledge exchange between various entities. Within the EPAM project
discussed in the previous section (Section 5.1.1), the initial interest was related to the promotion
and support of the PAM sector. Going back to 2002, the first professional PAM production and
transformation course conducted by ADC Moura was followed by initiatives to enhance floristic
heritage through community projects developed in schools within the municipality of Moura.
However, strategic work in favor of the Portuguese PAM sector’s sustainable development started
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later on in 2009. The project, by meeting the initial needs of local actors in promoting the local
PAM sector, reflected the need of local communities towards collaborating with extra-local actors
in terms of knowledge exchange, access to the markets etc. This adaptation to changing interests
and contexts demonstrates ADC Moura’s acknowledgement that the changes are, indeed,
occurring, which is further reflected in their integrated, rather than sectoral, approach to
development. Despite the EPAM project, initiated by the Rural Development Network of Portugal,
falling under a more top-down perspective, the project was actively supported by local actors, and
only due to the high interest and the project meeting the needs and aspirations of wider
communities, was it scaled-up and multiplied across Portugal rather than staying local.

Secondly, the local action delivers better sustainability outcomes only when it aims at scaling-up
at multiple levels, including geographical scales as well as political levels of cooperation.
ADC Moura, while prioritising work for and with the local community, realised that, through
the process of scaling up its projects, it could have a wider scope of action in addition to wider
reach. Returning to the example of the EPAM project, which started as a local initiative, the project
has been scaled up to many Portuguese regions asa part of multiple networks, including
producers, distributors and researchers joined into national networks as well as other networks
and communities at the international level, such as the Mediterranean network CEDDEM — Center
d'Etude et de Développement Durable Euroméditerranéen and the European association
EUROPAM — European Herbs Growers Association. When it comes to transcending the political
levels in delivering better sustainability outcomes, ADC Moura has been actively involved in
common projects in collaboration with CIMBAL and Minha Terra as well as the Portuguese
Association for Local Development (ANIMAR) which all function on different political levels. Being
a part of such intermunicipal and national networks provides a stronger platform for projects to be
disseminated within and beyond the local. Doing so allows projects to me implemented across
spatial scales and makes their outcomes more stable.

In order to trigger transformative change through the process of bottom-linked governance,
the organisations have to acknowledge the necessity for cooperation with formal institutions in
order to enable and sustain transformation. As said before, such cooperation is especially fruitful
if the formal institutions involved are flexible, open-minded, willing to take risks and ready for
the implementation of new solutions to regional development. In the case of ADC Moura, within
the frameworks implemented by regional (e.g Regional Development and Coordination
Commission of Alentejo) and national formal institutions (e.g. Directorate-General for Agriculture
and Rural Development), such collaborations have been key for implementing and running
the initiative’s projects. However, while cooperation with formal institutions at the regional and
national levels has been fruitful and productive, cooperation at the local level (e.g. municipal level)
has been described by interviewees as ‘difficult’. Despite the association's role as an intermediary
between local authorities and the community, the work of ADC Moura is sometimes approached
with a certain degree of scepticism from local authorities, which may be explained by
the organisation’s conscious choice to remain (politically) neutral and autonomous, putting certain
constraints on such cooperation. As one interviewee put it:

We at ADC Moura try to be a very civic organisation, independent organisation, and this
has a high cost [...] This is a relevant issue in our constraints (Member of ADC Moura,
March 2019).

Additionally, in the relations between the municipality and the association, it has been said to be
a degree of competition rather than cooperation. Since the resources available in the region are
guite scarce, the municipality takes the lead on implementing certain projects in the field of social
and community interventions. As a result, as argued in interviews, ADC Moura is only partially
involved in those projects run by the municipality. Nevertheless, due to ADC Moura’s integrated
approach to local and regional development, the municipality’s work is seen as rather
compartmentalised and sector-oriented, which might also contribute to the existing challenges
faced by the association:

Because we are all societal problems are wicked, are very complex [...] you have to
integrate many different sectors, many different stakeholders. And we are more prepared
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for those kinds of interventions than municipalities because all the departments are so
separated (Member of ADC Moura, March 2019).

As a way of overcoming and mitigating such a barrier at the local level, ADC Moura is actively
involved in a myriad of projects at both the national and international level, where the association
is said to receive a higher recognition for its work. Having analysed the projects ADC Moura is
implementing and participating in, a substantial portion of such projects are of national and
international scale. Thus, due to some difficulties with acquiring support at the local level, while
keeping the focus on its main area of intervention on Baixo Alentejo, the association
counterbalances the constraints experienced at the local level by being actively involved at
the extra-local levels of cooperation and networking.

Lastly, the fourth success factor for bottom-linked governance is the acknowledgement of
the need for power and decision-making in the governance system to be shared. As argued in
the analytical framework by Castro-Arce and Vanclay (2020), in such governance systems,
the actors come together to collaborate for the benefit of all — and such collaborations depend on
the distribution of power and decision making. However, despite the strong focus on promoting
cooperation that cuts across scales (local, regional, national, EU level), and sectors (private,
public, third sector) as well as institutions (academic, practice, peers), organisations like
ADC Moura have been facing challenges related to some degree of competition among
organisations at the regional level. As put by one interviewee representing the formal institution
at the regional level:

We are trying to make them [organisations] speak to each other. On paper, they are saying
that there will be a regional system of transfer and knowledge, but it was on paper only. It
is nice to have it on paper and give it to someone to read it and say oh it is very good, they
are doing interesting things...But | think that instead of being competitive, they should be
cooperative (Member of Regional Development and Coordination Commission of
Alentejo, April 2019)

Despite such constraints, the necessity for both cooperation with formal institutions as well as
the need for shared power and decision-making have been acknowledged by ADC Moura,
constituting an important part of its work. As such, ADC Moura’s work is specifically interested in
overcoming such barriers and changing the approach of regional actors from competition to
cooperation, thus, creating a shared vision of a region that is achieving its sustainable
development through knowledge sharing and resources distribution rather than competing for
(already) scarce resources.

6. Conclusions

By applying the analytical framework for TSI by Castro-Arce and Vanclay (2020), the paper
analysed the case of ADC Moura, a local development association based in rural Portugal. In
order to trigger and contribute to sustainable transformation in rural regions, rural initiatives must
seek to create wider networks, more just and participatory decision-making through changing
the constellations of actors, and the wider transfer and exchange of knowledge within those
networks. The results indicate that ADC Moura has taken on the five bridging roles in
the development of middle ground collaborative space for regional development. By combining
various axes of intervention, as well as by being actively involved in projects not limited to specific
sectors (such as agriculture) and scales (despite starting as a local initiative), ADC Moura has
demonstrated the ability to transcend the existing structures and become the ‘meso-level
organisation. As such, its active engagement in establishing and enabling networks, knowledge
exchange, resource acquisition, allowed ADC Moura to create that common space for public and
private actors to come together and collaborate, thus contributing towards the triggering of
bottom-linked governance.

In the process of bringing about bottom-linked governance, several critical success factors have
been identified within the framework proposed by Castro-Arce and Vanclay (2020). Under such,
the initiative must acknowledge i) the change in (local) interests and context, ii) the need for
the local action to be scaled-up for better sustainability outcomes, iii) the need for cooperation
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with formal institutions to enable and sustain transformation, and iv) the need for the decision-
making and power within the governance system to be shared. Despite being successful in taking
on the bridging roles and acknowledging the critical success factors in the process of bottom-
linked governance development, ADC Moura has faced some challenges while trying to establish
cooperation at the local level. Results indicate that the initiative faced some degree of competition
rather than cooperation at the local level. This may be explained by the conscious choice of
the organisation to stay politically independent and the limited pool of resources available at
the municipal/ local level. In order to overcome these constraints, ADC Moura has taken on
an active role at the regional and national levels due to their wider availability of resources, as
discussed in the results.

In keeping with the main idea of transformative Sl that it is an attempt to contribute to sustainable
development, several conclusions can be drawn. ADC Moura has contributed to the sustainable
development of the Baixo Alentejo region in the following ways. First, by establishing multi-level
networks (both geographically and politically), the Sl initiative has been recognised as a channel
between the local communities and other actors. By being actively involved in said networks,
ADC Moura delivers upon connecting the local resources with extra-local ones, thus, opening up
new channels for knowledge transfer and exchange. Second, ADC Moura’s participation and
membership in various types of collaborative efforts (intermunicipal community, federation of local
development associations) stabilises the outcomes of the projects since, instead of aiming at just
scaling-up, they are being implemented and supported throughout wider networks. Third, despite
some constraints at the local level, the promotion of collaboration based on a shared vision forms
one of the pillars of the organisation's interventions, with an aim to a more cohesive approach to
regional development in the future. As expressed by interviewees, even if the change is not
apparent, it is a process of constructing and promoting the culture of collaboration based on
the shared values and aspirations that ADC Moura is aiming for.

7. Discussion

By applying the proposed TSI framework, this paper investigated the case of a local development
association based in rural Baixo Alentejo. The case of ADC Moura showed that rural Sl can
become transformative by engaging various actors and by developing a bottom-linked
governance. To this end, the framework serves as a relevant tool for analysing the experience of
rural initiatives with great potential for further application, both in research and practice. At
the same time, the framework could be enriched by expanding the idea of bridging roles through
discovering additional categories. Additionally, alongside enabling and critical success factors for
bottom-linked governance, further research could also critically engage with the potential
disabling factors for bottom-linked governance.

As outlined above, some more elaboration could be undertaken in expanding upon those other
possible bridging roles that rural initiatives take upon themselves. Stemming from the results, two
other categories could be added as distinct bridging roles, namely the role of Sl initiatives in
capacity building and their role in promoting opportunity-driven development rather than that
solely focused on satisfying pressing needs.

Concerning capacity building, the results indicate that, despite being partly covered in all
interventions by ADC Moura, it is a distinct category of action targeting both the beneficiaries and
the peer organisations. In the interviews, the importance of the capacity building was highlighted
repeatedly where ADC Moura — and the actors from wider context and networks — see it as one
of the most crucial domains and focuses of Sl and local development work (Novikova et al., 2020).
Having contributed to capacity building, especially of local communities, ADC Moura’ s aim has
been to establish the independence of locals in implementing and running their own projects and
initiatives. Potential for further research also lies in the transition of the local communities’
members away from being solely beneficiaries to becoming the actors that contribute towards
the development of the region through running their own initiatives, thus, becoming more actively
involved in participating in regional development.

Concerning opportunity-driven development, it has been argued that in rural development there
has been a shift towards perceiving available local assets as an opportunity and a valuable feature
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rather than an obstacle (Dax & Fischer 2018). The importance of such opportunity-driven SlI
compared to that solely based on problem solving stems from the fact that opportunity-driven SI
can potentially provide more transformative outcomes (Bosworth et al. 2016), irrespective of
problem-oriented actions providing the best available solution at a given time. The results of
the current research indicate that opportunity-driven Sl helps in re-evaluating available local
assets by both rural development actors and the local communities, changing attitudes in favour
of seeing a region as a place with enormous potential, and providing a perspective on how unique
regional assets can be utilised. As such, the role of Sl initiatives in developing solutions that focus
on opportunities should be further explored.

While the framework acknowledges critical success factors for bottom-linked governance, more
elaboration of the proposed TSI framework could be done into the potential disabling/ hindering
factors for bottom-linked governance. Research suggests that in different configurations of actors
who might have competing ideas, conflict and tension can emerge (Christmann, 2020). Briefly
discussed in the paper, the results indicate that the process of rural development is still associated
with some degree of competition both among the Sl initiatives themselves and between top-down
and bottom-up stakeholders due to the scarsibility of resources and conflicting interests. As such,
the conflictual nature of SI might affect its potential to trigger transformation and should be
considered as one of the factors contributing to the success or failure of Sl and bottom-linked
governance. At the same time, such conflict and contestation, if they are constructively processed,
might potentially lead to a positive change rather than a failure of an Sl initiative and the change
it aims at bringing on (ibid.). Thus, it is important to acknowledge the role of conflicts in Sl as
a factor for TSI and its ability to trigger bottom-linked governance.

A further point of acknowledgement is that innovation, generally being understood as something
desirable or inherently good (Godin, 2012; Coad et al., 2020), calls for more reflection on
the potential ‘dark sides’ of it. Previous research (e.g. Fougére & Merildinen, 2019) has identified
several ‘dark sides’ to Sl specifically, of which unintended adverse consequences and
the negative impacts of Sl are of great interest. The applied TSI framework suggests that Sl, by
triggering bottom-linked governance, aims at transformative change. However, the further
development to the framework, could take into account the (unintended) negative consequences
of Sl and how both the initiatives and their role in bottom-linked governance can contribute
towards avoiding and/or dealing with such consequences.
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