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Enabling Innovation

Rural Innovation 

Privately owned rural regeneration 
practice
Research, strategic advise, delivery
Government, community, business



Uncertain economic future

• Double whammy of recession & public 
debt crisis

• Austerity budgets – public spending 
slashed – public economy shrinking 

• Removal of funding, local enabling 
capacity & “consumption”



Uncertain economic future

• Many local economies in rural areas highly 
reliant on public sector 

• 30 – 40% employment in public sector
• Public capital programmes underpin 

construction sector
• Slow property market & lack of finance 

prevents development led regeneration



Facilitate growth

• Imperative to facilitate growth
– Increase output from existing business stock -

larger scale & greater employment
– Grow business stock – new start-ups / inward 

investment 
– Shift to higher value activity; new sectors 



Innovation

• Innovation key to growth
– increased profitability through system 

efficiency 
– new products & services 
– new sectors & start-ups

• Generate critical mass 
• Innovation from business & from county / 

town



Barriers to Rural Innovation

• Study for Defra – differences in rural / 
urban innovation behaviour, capability & 
context

• England 
• Data & Case Studies 
• GHK, Centre for International 

Competitiveness, Rural Innovation



Rural strengths & weaknesses
Strengths
• High levels of 

entrepreneurship (self-
employment & business 
start up)

• Attract highly skilled 
residents

Weaknesses
• Small scale of 

businesses
• Lower density of 

knowledge intensive firms 
• Lower levels of 

innovation related 
workers

• Smaller labour pool
• Low graduate retention



Rural strengths & weaknesses
Strengths Weaknesses

• Poor access to debt & 
equity funding

• Lifestyle orientation of 
high proportion of local 
businesses 

• Removed from HEIs
• Urban universities have 

stronger local 
connections with SMEs, 
better at commercialising 
knowledge, more 
graduate start-ups



Rural strengths & weaknesses
Strengths
• Distance from markets & 

labour pool creates 
pressure to innovate 

• Web opens local markets 
to wider competition & 
provides access to larger 
markets for local firms

Weaknesses
• Thin business 

environment means less 
competitive pressure and 
reduces incentive to 
innovate

• Significantly lower speed 
& quality of broadband

• Fewer networks – more 
dispersed – knowledge 
transfer more difficult



Rural strengths & weaknesses

Strengths
• Purchasing power of local 

residents

Weaknesses
• Small local markets, lack 

critical mass



Key findings

• Overall little difference between rural and urban 
firms on most statistical indicators of innovation 

• Some aspects of innovation in which rural firms 
perform less well – patents, proportion of 
knowledge intensive businesses, innovation 
intensity

• Performance weakens with sparsity / 
peripherality



Key findings

• There are characteristics associated with rurality 
which are disadvantageous to innovation –
these grow as peripherality increases; however..

• Number of positive drivers for innovation in rural 
areas related to social, environmental & 
demographic trends

• local food & drink, renewable energy, thematic 
tourism, creative industries, outdoor goods, 
personal & business services



Key findings

• Innovative firms and places demonstrate an 
ability to overcome these disadvantages

• Rural towns well suited to create the right 
conditions to foster & enable innovation

• Innovation best enabled by combination of 
place, facilities, culture & facilitation

• Rural towns should focus on these elements – in 
the areas that they can influence 



Place

• Quality of place is key to town’s ability to retain & 
attract innovation actors 

• Main attractors: location, heritage, transport
• Dave Ivan’s key characteristics of cool towns:

– Different lifestyles
– Diversity
– Art / culture / heritage
– Gathering places 
– 4 seasons
– Walkable streets
– Outdoors 



Facilities 



Facilities 



Facilities 



Facilities 



Facilities 



Culture



Culture



Facilitation

• Innovation significantly enhanced through 3rd party 
facilitation of knowledge exchange

• Co-location without interaction is not sufficient to create 
innovation

• Physical networks for key sectors enable knowledge 
sharing, peer to peer support & mentoring

• Create “critical mass” by network based agglomeration 
• Virtual networks particularly powerful for micro 

businesses and new start-ups



In Summary..
• Rural economies do have some inherent disadvantages 

when it comes to fostering innovation
• These can be overcome with the right attitude from 

business & town
• New social, environmental and demographic trends 

create opportunities for rural innovation
• Rural towns should concentrate on; place, facilities, 

culture and facilitation
• Work on those areas where they can make a difference
• Leverage the power of networks
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