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Abstract
Social innovations are recognized as one of the most promising innovations in solving social problems in rural areas. 
When assessing the creation of social innovation, it should be noted that not only the goal and the result but also 
the whole process of creation of social innovation is important. The analysis of theoretical and practical research 
has revealed that traditional methods of solving problems in rural areas are not working, which consequently leads 
to search for innovative solutions. The most obvious social problems in rural areas, such as an aging society, youth 
departure, lack of breakthrough and innovative ideas, etc. can be noticed when assessing factors of social environment. 
At this stage, the solutions sought through the prism of social innovation can become those that will ensure the well-
being of the rural area and support people living there. Social innovation is widely spread at the level of the European 
Union; however, in Lithuania, social innovation is taking just the first steps. The article analyses the case of Sėlynė 
village in Rokiškis region, during which social innovation that succeeded to unite rural community has been created. 
The article aims to analyse the process of creation of social innovation in rural areas from the theoretical point of view 
and to present the case of Sėlynė village of Rokiškis region. The main problem is the complex understanding of the 
creation process of social innovation.
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Introduction
Rural areas are those regions that receive great 

attention today and are assessed through the search 
of their growth and breakthrough. Scientists also 
focus on social innovation in rural areas and search 
for its effective development and creation. Social 
entrepreneurship is one of the elements through which 
social innovation could likely be developed; however, 
in order for social entrepreneurs to create social 
innovation, people should clearly understand both the 
very concept of social innovation and the process of 
its creation adapted to the rural area.

The analysis of the process of creation of social 
innovation in rural areas from the theoretical point of 
view and introduction of the case of Sėlynė village of 
Rokiškis region is the aim of the research. 

Social innovation is generally defined as the 
generation and implementation of new ideas about 
how people should organize interpersonal relationship 

or social interactions with the aim to meet common 
goals (Marcy et al., 2007; Mumford, 2002). According 
to Phill et al. (2008), social innovation is not just a 
product, a process or a technology, but it can also be 
a principle, an idea, a piece of legislation, a social 
movement, an intervention or some combination of 
them. However, Moulaert et al. (2013) emphasizes 
that social innovation is not associated with certain 
products or achievements but relates to the process 
of creation of innovative social relationship between 
individuals and their groups (Moulaert et al., 2013). 
Social innovation has become an alternative to 
complex and expensive innovation and is considered 
even more efficient and more influential in the 
scientific sources. 

The concept of social innovation has not been 
always identical. The definitions of social innovation 
of the most significant authors are given in Table 1. 
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Table 1
The concept of social innovation (compiled by the author of the article)

Scientific source Statements 

Tanimoto et al., 2007 Social innovation is defined as improved activities, initiatives, services or processes to solve 
economic and social challenges faced by individuals and communities. 

Heiscala, 2007 Social innovation refers to changes in the cultural, legal and regulative structures of a society that 
both increase collective power resources and improve economic and social performance. 

Pol, 2009 Social innovation refers to innovative activities resulting from a response to a social need or 
improvement of life quality that can be spread through different organizations. 

Caulier-Grice, 2012 Social innovation refers to new solutions (products, services, models, markets, processes, etc.) 
that simultaneously meet social needs (more effectively than alternatives), also new opportunities, 
relationships or a better use of resources. Social innovation is focused on the enhancement of the 
society’s capacity to act. 

Matei et al., 2015 Social innovation is a development of new ideas (products, services, models) to meet the 
unfulfilled social needs.  Social innovation should be especially promoted in public sector, 
community groups or other public organizations. 
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Having evaluated the development of the concepts 
of social innovation, the following can be noted: social 
innovation is focused on the fulfilment of social needs 
through different types of social innovation involving 
the people concerned. Moreover, researchers have 
identified three core dimensions of social innovation, 
which are as follows: satisfaction of human needs 
(content dimension); changes in social relations 
especially with regard to governance (process 
dimension); and increase in the socio-political capacity 
and access to resources (empowerment dimension) 
(Gerometta, Hausermann, & Longo, 2005). 

A group of researchers Moulaert et al. (2005) 
analysed social innovation in 2005 with the aim to 
distinguish social innovation from innovation but 
used the key innovation elements to identify social 
innovation. A comprehensive analysis of social 
innovation, including the distinction of their types, 
identification of dimensions, cross-sectoral analysis 
and evaluation of results and processes was performed 
in later studies only during the period from 2007 to 
2016 (Matei, 2015; Moulaert et al., 2005; Neumier, 
2012). According to Dainienė et al. (2015), the 
interest in social innovation has started to increase 
since around 2000. The interest has grown as a result 
of the increasing need to analyse and overcome social 
challenges. Innovation focused on social problems 
includes social innovation, and institutions are one 
of the main participants in the process of social 
innovation. The introduction of social innovation has 
led to the introduction of clear types and classification 
of innovation. Since the biggest attention is paid 
to technological innovation which does not solve 
welfare problems, but can be measured and has a clear 
result, in scientific literature more attention is paid 
to the need of social innovation through the social 
perspective. According to the classical definition, a 
village is a little urbanized area surrounded by natural 
environment and has a low concentration of population 
(Vaznonis & Čiūtaitė, 2010). Atkočiūnienė (2008) has 
a similar opinion and says that a village is a territorial 
system characterized by natural environment and a 
small concentration of population forming territorial 
rural communities. 

Rural areas in modern communities often come 
across with certain social and economic challenges. 
Čepienė (2011) emphasizes that rural communities 
often face with increasing social problems, such 
as poverty, unemployment, social exclusion and 
migration related problems that become relevant for 
both the individual and the entire rural community. 
Leliūgienė (2010) also highlights similar problems 
in rural communities: migration from one country to 
another, job search in other countries, unemployment, 
poverty, violence in society, growth of crime rate and 
addiction diseases. Business companies generally 

concentrate in cities and urbanized areas; therefore, 
there is a relatively high level of unemployment in 
rural areas. Unemployment and a lack of employment 
do not only cause financial difficulties, but also 
psychological problems: jobless people often feel 
frustrated and internal discomfort and those who 
fail to deal with a lack of employment start using 
alcohol, drugs and commit crimes (Mooney et al., 
2014). Kazakevičius (2004) is of the same opinion 
and claims that people living in villages face with low 
employment and get low income which consequently 
result in a decline of life quality, also economic and 
social problems, such as poverty, unemployment, 
alcoholism, social exclusion, increased crime rates, 
increased number of children not attending schools, 
abandoned children, also socially and pedagogically 
abandoned children. It should be noted that rural 
communities come across with a huge amount of 
economic and social problems, which directly affect 
many members of rural community. 

Social innovation can encourage changes of 
the people concerned to create social and power 
relations among the members of a certain community, 
affect governance principles and promote collective 
activities. Social innovation is grouped as process 
innovation. When there is a change in the inclusion 
models for the people concerned, a result of other 
social innovation is likely to happen. It is also 
necessary to emphasize that social innovation enables 
the society to participate in significant processes more 
actively; therefore, a change in the main governing 
structures is likely to happen by giving additional 
opportunities to the society (Moulaert et al., (2013). 
Neumier (2012) is one of the first researchers who has 
started to study the impact of social innovation on the 
process of rural development. The researcher found 
out that social innovation, contrary to technological 
innovation, generally integrates into the processes of 
rural development more effectively and better involves 
participants, such as public and private sectors, also the 
sector of the people concerned. According to Neumier 
(2012), the creation of social innovation starts from 
the identification of the problem. In the opinion of the 
aforementioned researcher, the idea or identification 
of the problem by the people concerned, e.g. a new 
rural development program, etc. can be the initial 
impulse for innovation. It is then followed by the 
expression of interests, i.e. the change of behaviour 
or attitude focused on the change as common interest. 
Later on, the solutions are made, and collaboration is 
carried out. A group of people concerned decides to 
make essential changes and adopts new conditions.  

While assessing various models of creation of 
social innovation and considering this process in rural 
areas, a model of social innovation in the rural area 
with extended actions and results has been made. 
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The creation of social innovation is relatively 
consequent and structured. However, attention should 
be paid to the disclosure of each stage and actions 
made at that stage. The initiator is needed to start the 
process in the rural area. He can be a local leader of 
the community or an active member of the community 
who can motivate others to undertake actions. It 
should be also noted that a process moderator plays a 
significant role in the creation of the process, who can 
be the same process initiator or another active public 
leader. Different actions focused on the best result of 
the stage are made at each stage. A feedback can be 
also used for the evaluation of the result, the target 
recipient of which is the initiator of the creation of 
social innovation. This creation of social innovation 
is focused on the human capital, which is usually very 
strong in the rural area. 

Materials and Methods
An interview as a qualitative research method has 

been chosen for the study. Socially sensitive issues of 
social innovation can be analysed by both quantitative 
and qualitative research methods; however, qualitative 
research methods are usually chosen in practice 
(Žydžiūnatė, 2017; Kardelis, 2016). The fact that social 
innovation is highly affected by the human capital in 
rural areas is also considered. Social leaders are often 
distinguished during the process of creation and are the 
main catalysts of the entire process of social innovation 
in the rural area. Also, a qualitative research method - 
an interview has been chosen because of a small rural 
community, which is distinguished for its especially 
strong social relationship and great inclusion of the 
society in the ongoing processes.

Introduction of the case of Sėlynė village where 
social innovation started to be developed is the aim of 
the empirical research. 

There is a small community in Sėlynė village in 
Rokiškis region, which organizes various educational 
activities, events and other community gatherings. 
The community has started the realization of social 
innovation related to competence sharing since 
2017. There are 150 residents and 30 members of the 
community in Sėlynė village; therefore, a convenient 
selection has been made and the most active ten 
members of the community have been selected for the 
interview. The interview consisted of ten questions 
including such issues as demographic situation, the 
main principles for the existence of the community 
and also research questions according to the model 
of creation of social innovation in the rural area. 
The interview focused on the evaluation of social 
innovation related to the system of competence sharing. 
The research was made in November 2018. One hour 
and a half was the average duration of the interview 
with each respondent. The respondents by gender are 
as follows: 8 women and 2 men.  The average age 
of respondents was 42 years. Respondents are also 
active members of the community. Confidentiality 
has been preserved during the survey. The data of 
the respondents are summarized and systematized 
according to the research questions. The answers 
of the respondents are coded from R1 to R10. The 
respondents were notified about the process and the 
purpose of the research in advance. The aim of the 
research and the competence of the researcher to do 
a research in this field have been introduced to the 
respondents in advance. 

It can be said that the extent of the researched 
group is enough to define the main principles of social 
innovation, which is in the process of creation in 
Sėlynė village in Rokiškis region. Moreover, based 
on the provisions of the study, the methodology, and 
proposals of the respondents, the cases of creation 
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Figure 1. Creation of social innovation in rural areas.
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Figure 1. Creation of social innovation in rural areas.
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of other social innovation can be also researched. 
The main risk of the study was associated with 
the emerging active community in Sėlynė village, 
which has little experience in the creation of social 
innovation. Nevertheless, a huge interest of the active 
part of the community and motivation to develop 
social innovation in the rural area has been noticed. 

Results and Discussion
A successful development of rural areas depends 

on the activity of local groups and communities, and 
also on the inclusion of locals in fostering the rural 
area. Although the activities of local groups are not 
spread evenly (some are more active, others are 
passive), but the further the more innovative solutions 
of the community involving other members of the 
community can be noticed. That is why phenomena, 
such as social initiatives, social innovation and 
social entrepreneurship are emerging. However, 
the research in Rokiškis region has revealed that 
community organizations feel a lack of the following: 
knowledge about social innovation; creativity to 
create social innovation; there is a fear to create 
social entrepreneurship; trust in oneself and other 
community members; examples of good practice; and 
versatile management skills and competences. All 
these aforementioned factors are the main reason why 
there is such a slow access to social entrepreneurship 
and the stage of realization of social innovation is the 
most typical in the researched area. Yet, a tendency 
has been observed that the current EU funding for 
communities is directed towards the promotion of 
entrepreneurship of communities. The case of Sėlynė 
village in Rokiškis region will be further analysed 
below.

Situation. There are 150 residents and an active 
community in Sėlynė village. A local library, which 
is still open in the village, is the main place of the 
community gathering. Most often, the effectiveness of 
the whole initiative and community depends on the 
leader of the community. A social initiative (inclusion 
of rural residents who have left the village into the 
activities of the community) has been started in the 
community of Sėlynė village. The program is called the 
“Synergy of experiences”. The main model of social 
initiative works through the inclusion of grown-up 
children who return to the village to visit their parents. 
Most often, grown-up children of the village move 
to some bigger cities and return to the village just to 
visit their parents. Thanks to active rural community, 
the returning grown-up children were offered to share 
their experience in the organization of activities in the 
rural community. The social innovation, which has 
been created in the community has encouraged the 
members of the community to actively involve the 
youth who no longer live in the village. Each person, 

who is involved in the activities according to his/her 
competences, which they have gained after they left the 
village, can share their experience with the community 
of the village in both organization of festivals, training 
and teaching other community members. Organization 
of the ‘Festival of the blossom of Sėlynė village’ is 
one of the best examples, which included marketing, 
publicity and creation of the concept of the event. And 
everything was made by the youth who no longer live 
in the village. Also, training and sharing knowledge, 
e.g. training in the management of social networks 
and communication, which was free of charge to 
the community attracted not only a great number of 
locals, but also people from other villages. Based on 
this program, there are plans to further involve more 
youth who have left the village and who would help 
to generate entrepreneurial ideas, prepare applications 
for projects and educational activities. A significant 
fact should be noted that all these activities are carried 
out without funding and are free of charge to the 
community. In this way, a close social relation among 
the members of the community who still live in the 
village and those who have already left the village, but 
still carry out activities in their village, is maintained.

Initiator’s profile. According to the respondents, 
the initiator is especially significant, and she was one 
of the main initiators to promote the social innovation 
in Sėlynė. Yet, the respondents admit that it would 
be perfect to have one permanent leader who would 
direct the activities and encourage other community 
members. 

Process moderator. According to the respondents, 
the program the ‘Synergy of experiences’ also highly 
depended on the moderator of the whole process. 
The role of the process moderator was especially 
significant at the stage of the idea and realization. 
The respondents noted they felt a close cooperation 
between the initiator and the moderator in the creation 
of the competence of social innovation. 

Problem. A local action group of Rokiškis region 
precisely indicates all the problems of the region in its 
strategy, but the residents of the rural area were asked 
to evaluate the main problems on the Likert scale 
from 1 (a very little problem) to 5 (a huge problem). 
‘Mostly we feel we are an old village. The residents 
are of older age, while grown-up children moved to 
bigger cities,’ says the respondent R2. A comment of 
one active member of the community about a lack of 
funding can be added to the aforementioned opinion. 
According to R4, ‘most probably, we have ideas, but 
there is a lack of finance. Some initiatives are funded 
by the members of the community, but if we have 
bigger purchases, we need to prepare projects, but we 
do not know how to prepare them’. The respondents 
also emphasized that they are willingly waiting for the 
return of the youth, who can bring and share their latest 
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knowledge, because the members of the community 
do not know about the latest trends and also have a 
lack of competence, which can be gained in the bigger 
cities. Bigger cities can offer the abundance of training 
or seminars, while in rural areas they are organized 
rarely. The respondents agreed that the problems 
cannot be easily solved, but creative solutions should 
be searched for.  

Ideas. The aim of this question was to find out 
what principle is used to develop the ideas for solving 
a particular problem. According to the respondents, 
the problems are obvious, and therefore sometimes 
ideas arise extemporaneously, and they are sometimes 
generated during the meetings, and are rectified and 
elaborated. According to the respondent R6, ‘the idea 
of synergy of experiences arose during the discussion, 
when it was considered what interesting activities can 
be organized for the community and how to attract 
more members of the community’. The theoretical part 
also analyses that creative sessions and other activities 
that stimulate the initial thoughts for generating the 
problem are suitable for generation of ideas. 

Prototype. In case of the ‘Synergy of experiences’, 
the concept has been developed that provides goals, 
objectives and core activities. According to the 
respondent R5 and respondent R8, both the initiator 
and the process moderator worked on the fulfilment of 
the concept, and other community members only got 
involved in the process in the next steps. It can be seen 
that two responsible people are enough to develop the 
idea, and other people concerned can be involved 
when more work needs to be done. In this case, most 
of the respondents who participated in the interview 
supported this observation.  

Solution. The solution of the ‘Synergy of 
experiences’ along with the visualization has been 
presented to the members of the community during 
the first event. According to the respondents who 
participated in the study, there was a clear interest of 
most members of the community and their willingness 
to contribute. Three main members of the community 
took the role of leaders. They have also distributed 
activities and offered their help in distributing and 

sharing work. It was important for other members of 
the community to get involved, but they did not want 
to take the initiative. According to the respondent R2, 
people are used to have a leader who leads the whole 
work, while other people do the job. A similar situation 
is in this project, where most people are waiting for 
someone to tell what they should do, because they 
do not want to take the lead. This observation can 
be supplemented with a statement of the respondent 
R3 that Sėlynė village does not have one and single 
leader. Someone usually takes a role of an initiator 
who initiates, generates ideas and acts. And next 
time there can be another initiator who will initiate 
other activities. There is, therefore, a serious lack of 
systematic arrangements. In scientific works, which 
analyse rural areas, it is noted that a role of social 
leader, who could unite and motivate locals or even 
show an example to others, is especially important 
in these locations where close social relationship is a 
common thing. 

Realization. It is one of the main stages in which 
most members of the community get involved. The 
respondents, however, have been asked, in connection 
with this question, to assess the most common 
disturbances that interfere with performance and 
which impede the smooth implementation of the 
idea. The statements were assessed in a Likert scale 
from 1 (absolutely does not interfere) to 5 (very 
much interferes). According to the respondents, a 
lack of a clear vision is the matter that is the most 
interfering with the implementation of ideas. 
According to the respondent R3, ‘it sometimes seems 
that we manage to reach a consensus, and discuss 
the idea, but later, when we start to work, leaders 
willing to fundamentally change everything appear. 
This makes people confused’. It can also be noticed 
that work sharing is another disturbance identified 
by the respondents. According to the respondent 
R1, ‘you can sometimes understand that there were 
many people who wanted to do something, but they 
disappear when it comes to work leaving only few 
enthusiasts to do the whole work’. Planning of works 
is one of the main disturbances. It was described by 

Figure 2. The main problems in rural areas (N=10).
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the most respondents as phenomenon of ‘the last 
night’ that is very common among many people, 
who skip preparatory works. Absence of information 
dissemination is another key disturbance. Although 
not many people reside in Sėlynė village, and there 
are very few members of the community, it sometimes 
seems that only the most active members are aware 
about the activities organised (the opinion expressed 
by R1, R4, R3, R7). 

Changes. One of the stages of creating social 
innovation that shows whether social innovation is 
short-term or long-term, and what changes it has made 
in a rural area. As most respondents say, the ‘Synergy 
of experiences’ forced everyone to communicate with 
their loved ones, whether or not they could bring their 
competences to a rural area and share them with the 
community. According to R4, ‘I have never asked 
my children for anything in the past. But now our 
good experience already shows that you only have to 
offer others to do something and they always agree’. 
Most of the respondents added that all young people 
get involved voluntary and they willingly contribute 
to community building. According to R6, the initial 
activities led to thinking about future activities that will 
focus on training and knowledge transfer in business 
creation, economic literacy, project preparation, etc. 
Although the ‘Synergy of experiences’ means the 
activities that are not fully structured, the statements 
of the respondents during the interviews suggested 
that this social innovation, that started a year ago, is 
characterized by great vitality. 

Feedback. In order to find out whether the social 
innovation developed has proved to be beneficial, 
it is expedient to collect feedback. According to 
the respondents, in this particular case they trusted 
in feedback that is passed by word of mouth and 
collected no feedback. Opinions and experience-
based assessment of young people who got involved 
in the activities have been assessed. A continuity of 
the social innovation the ‘Synergy of experiences’ has 

been also ensured through enthusiastic involvement of 
the members of the community. 

Sėlynė village in Rokiškis region was selected 
for the case study. Young community of the village 
has developed the first social innovation, i.e. the 
‘Synergy of experiences’. The interview method 
that was used during the study revealed the opinion 
of the most active members of the community about 
the creation of social innovation in the rural area. The 
whole process produced both positive and negative 
experiences, the members of the community managed 
to identify the stages of each process, as well as the 
factors at the stage and the obvious directions of 
improvement.

Conclusions
Little research still has been done on the subject 

of the creation of social innovation in rural areas. 
However, social innovation, creation and rural areas, 
as separate elements, are analysed quite extensively. 
The theoretical analysis revealed that the community 
is the main factor in the rural environment, and there 
is a close social relationship between people who 
live in a rural area. Social innovation can become a 
solution to many persistent problems in the rural area 
that are difficult to solve. Consequently, the process of 
creation of social innovation in rural areas should be 
analysed in further studies at each stage throughout 
the development process. 

Creating social innovation is a sensitive process 
and, as shown by the case study of one community 
that is based on interviews with respondents about the 
social innovation created, the process itself must be 
consistent. However, several critical moments become 
evident in each stage. During the process of creation 
of social innovation, the community also often faces 
the internal problems and encounters disturbances. 
It is also important to assess the inner synergy of the 
members of the community who are stimulated to act 
by interesting activities they are engaged in. 

Figure 3. The main realization obstacles (N=10).
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