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A B S T R A C T

In this paper, we argue that social enterprise could represent a means of tackling rural challenges of providing
sustainable economic development, addressing the withdrawal of public services and promoting community
cohesion. The paper draws upon a review of existing academic as well as policy literature and develops a
conceptual framework that helps to understand how to unlock the potential contribution of social enterprises to
rural development. Drawing on an exploratory study conducted in two rural areas of Scotland we use interview
data from social enterprise stakeholders to populate the conceptual framework and its rural (geographic), policy
and social enterprise domains. Our study suggests that social enterprises can potentially enable an integrated
approach to addressing local issues at the local level. They can create locally responsive services that fit the rural
context. However, unlocking the potential of rural social enterprise may require moving beyond traditional
policy silo approaches that treat economic development, community cohesion and public services as separate
and disconnected since national policy-making frameworks have not always translated into practice at the rural
level. Additionally, policy treatment of social enterprise needs to move beyond efforts to ‘scale up’ and achieve
economies of scale. Collaborations between groups of social enterprises, and between social enterprises and
public authorities can lead to economies of scope, particularly where strong trust-based relations within com-
munities harness self-help and the co-production of services. With appropriate guidance and support, many rural
challenges and needs could be transformed into opportunities for social enterprise development. In highlighting
the opportunities and challenges faced by rural social enterprises, the paper suggests potential research gaps
that, if filled, could contribute towards recognising and unlocking their full potential.

1. Introduction

Social enterprises enjoy growing political support around the globe.
In the European Union, for example, social enterprises are supported
through a number of initiatives that promote the creation and devel-
opment of this form of organisation (European Commission, 2017). UK
and Scottish policies are considered to be at the vanguard in terms of
creating an environment that is supportive of social enterprise (Roy
et al., 2015; Nicholls, 2010). This policy support has been associated
with a wider neoliberal policy shift whereby the state is gradually
withdrawing from its role in direct welfare provision, and public con-
tracts are increasingly outsourced (Chaney and Wincott, 2014;
Steinerowski et al., 2008). Simultaneously there has been increasing
interest in the delivery of services by non-state players, and an accep-
tance that citizens’ involvement in the design and delivery of services
should be facilitated (Milligan and Fyfe, 2005). Considerable resources
have been devoted towards encouraging third sector organisations to
become more socially enterprising, whether through grants to help
them achieve financial sustainability, business support, or the

outsourcing of public services (Nicholls and Teasdale, 2016).
Successive UK governments from New Labour (1997–2010), the

Conservative-led coalition government (2010–15) and the Conservative
government (2015-) have emphasised the importance of social en-
terprise in the delivery of public services and their contribution towards
community cohesion. The Conservative manifesto prior to the 2015
general election set out a vision for ‘a more engaged nation, one in
which we take more responsibility for ourselves and our neighbours;
communities working together’ (Conservative Party, 2015:45). The
extent to which this rhetoric has been matched (at a UK level) by policy
action is debatable, with some suggesting that this vision has been little
more than a smokescreen for the dismantling of the welfare state
(Taylor-Gooby and Stoker, 2011). However, just as social enterprise
covers a wide range of organisational forms, it is possible to see dif-
ferent versions of neoliberalism operating across different contexts
(Nicholls and Teasdale, 2016). Scotland, while part of the United
Kingdom, has devolved responsibility in many policy areas, including
(for the most part) social enterprise (Alcock, 2012). Some commenta-
tors have speculated that the commitment to community cohesion and
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