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New structures are required in rural policy that operates between sectors, and cooperation 
and development procedures are called for. All this presupposes knowledge and expertise 
that crosses sectoral boundaries. A search has been going on for a long time in the sphere 
of Finnish rural policy for a solution to the problem of creating a truly integrative policy, 
as we know from experience that this is a matter of achieving both 1) structural and 2) 
functional changes at various levels. It is crucial to point out the need for a synergy of 
macro and micro-level activities in order to create adequate conditions for successful rural 
living. 
 
Rural policy is a relatively young field of political activity in Finland, but it is not lacking 
in ambition: it is aiming high. It is this that makes it so interesting, not only for researchers 
but also for ordinary citizens. My aim here is to outline the strategic architecture of 
Finnish rural policy and to discuss its relation to the concept of social capital.  
 
Social capital as such is intimately connected with human survival. It is an essential 
requirement for human interaction, for without social capital, society at large will collapse, 
and it can also reinforce the abilities of society as a whole and its constituent communities 
to identify problems and to resolve them in a creative and innovative manner.   
 
The approach to be adopted here is a theoretical and methodological one, but one in which 
the analyses are backed up by personal experiences acquired over a period of some 10 
years as a researcher and participant in various sectors of rural policy. The point of 
departure is a reading of the principal rural policy texts and an attempt to trace its 
strategic core. 1

                                                 
1  For those who are unfamiliar with the topic, a concise introduction to Finnish rural policy is provided by 
Eero Uusitalo (2004). See also http://www.mmm.fi/ytr/english/english_1.htm 
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1. Social capital in a strategic context 
 
The strategy 
 
The strategy we need as both a message and architecture for the governance of human 
collaboration consists of knowledge management, human leadership and the exercise of 
power.  
 
1) It is a message which informs our partners clearly and in an illustrative manner of our 
common goal and aspirations.  
 
2) It is an architecture which creates a space for collaboration and interaction.  
 
On the other hand, a strategy is not a document, but a continually developing form of 
activity in which the goal and aspirations are in interaction with implementation and 
context. Since the strategy constructs a space for collaboration and communication, 
strategic activity is a manifestation of collaborative expertise.  
 
Strategic activity is organized interaction and communication, i.e. knowledge 
management and human leadership that is directed towards certain mutually accepted 
aims and creative problem-solving. 
 
A good strategy is contextual and contentual, i.e. it is linked to its purpose, while a bad 
strategy is one in which the vision, the goals and the aims are divorced from practice and 
implementation.  
 
A good strategy strengthens trust between people, while a bad one increases distrust. 
Thus a good strategy can increment social capital, i.e. human interaction, trust and 
collaborative expertise, while social capital will in turn increase the capacity of 
communities to develop and promote development.  
 
I will concentrate in this article on the strategic architecture of the Finnish rural policy 
system, approaching it from the perspective of social capital, in which case the crucial 
questions are: 
 

- Which actors are empowered by the strategy?  
- Where is the strategy managed? 
- Whose knowledge is used in formulating the strategy? 
- Who will learn from the strategy process? 
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Civil society 
 
The Budapest Declaration on Rural Innovation, presented at the Final Conference of COST 
Action 12 in Hungary in 2002, criticizes “innovation” as an unqualified good that leads 
directly to rural development, and adopts a very critical approach to the concept of 
innovation as a component of rural development that determines the conditions under 
which development is beneficial for rural communities or creates disadvantage among 
specific rural groups. The declaration believes in building up innovative activities which 
stem from actors within civil society. The crucial way to facilitate and promote rural 
development is through new state-community relationships which can both empower 
and discipline the efforts of local voluntary actors and groups (Budapest Declaration 
2002). 
 
Civil society is thus the crucial arena for the formation of social capital. According to 
Bullen and Onyx (1998), social capital is created from the myriad of everyday interactions 
between people. It is not located within an individual person or within the social structure, 
but in the space between people. It is not a property of the organization, the market or the 
state, though all of these can engage in its production. They argue that social capital is an 
empirical concept and that it is possible to measure it in local communities. Thus they 
point to generic social capital factors that can be measured, and also to eight distinct 
elements that appear to define social capital: 

 
- participation in the local community 
- proactivity in a social context 
- feelings of safety and trust  
- neighbourhood connections 
- family and friendship connections 
- tolerance of diversity 
- value of life 
- work connections 

 
According to the World Bank (1998), social capital is an element of sustainable 
development. A wide range of academic studies show us that if we want to promote 
social capital we should direct our strategies towards the great diversity of civil society 
interactions. It is evident at the same time that this question is closely linked to existing 
power relations. 
 
Michael Woolcock has emphasized the importance of bringing state-society relations into 
the concept of social capital. The capacities of social groups in their collective interests 
depend crucially on their ability to establish links with formal institutions (Woolcock 2000, 
23). These are essentially contacts between actors who are unequal in terms of power and 
access to resources. 
 



European Society for Rural Sociology XXI Congress, Keszhely, Hungary 
Seminar presentation 22.8.2005  

4 

Distributed strategic intelligence  
 
Meyer (2001, 157-158) argues that a strategic intelligence network facilitates the 
appropriate examination of certain changes in the past, present and future. The concept 
can be applied in many contexts, including rural development. The field of rural/regional 
development as multi-actor arena is illustrated in Figure 1. Policy makers are important 
actors, but only as part of a much larger process, as there are always many other crucial 
partners and stakeholders to be taken into account. Meyer points out that this has some 
important policy implications with respect to all forms of strategic intelligence: 
 

- Policy decisions are frequently negotiated in multi-level/multi-actor arenas and 
related actor networks. 

- The negotiating actors pursue different interests, represent different stakeholders’ 
perspectives, construct different perceptions of “reality” and refer to diverging 
institutional frameworks. 

- Successful policymaking normally means compromises achieved through the 
alignment and re-framing of stakeholders’ perspectives. 

 
 

         
 
Figure 1: Description of a multi-actor arena, adapted from S. Kuhlmann (Meyer 2001, 158). 
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Different national and regional actors have to be integrated, just as the various activities 
related to certain themes have to be incorporated appropriately in the knowledge 
management network. Distribution of the relevant knowledge amongst a great number of 
actors requires a highly sophisticated networking structure and creates a huge challenge, 
which can be described in the following ways: 
 

- the creation of an architecture of “infrastructures” for distributed intelligence by the 
horizontal and vertical linking of existing regional, national, sectoral etc. strategic 
intelligence facilities,  

- the establishment of brokering “nodes” for managing and maintaining the 
infrastructure, offering an “enabling structure” that allows free access to all 
strategic intelligence exercises undertaken under public auspices and provides a 
directory that facilitates direct connections between the relevant actors, 

- adequate resources.                       (Meyer 2001, 159) 

      
 
Figure 2: Distributed strategic intelligence as a knowledge management network, adapted 
from S. Kuhlmann (Meyer 2001, 159) 
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2. Distributed rural policy network – case Finland  
 
The roots of Finnish rural policy stretch back no more than about 25 years, as it is regarded 
as having taken shape in a systematic sense only in the late 1980s, with the wide European 
rural development campaign. It was during the following decade that orally expressed 
rural policy began to develop written, systematic principles.  
 
The first national rural policy programme was published in 1991, another in 1996 and a 
third in the year 2000. The latest one, the fourth of its kind, was published in 2004, to apply 
to the period 2005-2008 (Maaseudun kehittämisprojekti 1991; Rural Policy Committee 
1996; 2000 and 2004). 
 
These documents form a significant, logically progressing body of data on the construction 
of Finnish rural policy, a series of statements of its strategy and organization at the level of 
principles and ideals at each point in time. This historically arranged series of publications 
provides significant material for analysis and critical discussion, as it incorporates the 
essential message, strategy and aims of Finnish rural policy and measures for its practical 
implementation. 
 
By analytical reading, we can find the core of the Finnish rural policy strategy from these 
four national programmes, and are able to recognize Finnish rural policy as a multi-actor 
space in which strategic intelligence is managed in a distributed way. In summary, the 
rural policy system can be characterised as: 
 

• a multidimensional system in its actions 
• a multi-level system in terms of the spheres in which problems are formulated 
• both a broad and a narrow system in terms of substance 
• a interactive system in its vertical and horizontal relations 
• a contextual system in the (types of) areas and actors (partnerships) that its covers 
• a contentual system in terms of its themes and problems  

 
A wide range of people from different organizations and communities, from villages and 
enterprises to ministries and international organizations, are involved in the network. The 
strategy is challenging, and diversity may be said to be the main characteristic of the 
policy system, as also seen in the strategic architecture. 
 
The strategy is thus not a written sentence or document but a comprehensive form of 
activity that is linked to the field of practical development by innumerable bonds top form 
a set of concrete measures and projects. It is precisely through these measures that human, 
financial and social capital can be committed to the implementation of this policy, and it is 
through feedback on these measures that the strategic architecture develops. 
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It is particularly important to consider how rural policy empowers new actors. This 
empowerment perspective is in my opinion one of the central issues in the evaluation of 
the rural policy strategic architecture, other elements of the strategy for the creation of 
social capital being: 
 

- distributed strategic intelligence 
- a distributed management system 
- private-public-community partnerships 
- multidisciplinarity 
- vertical and horizontal interactions 
- open problem-solving forums 
- programme-based orientation 
- a strong tradition of direct participation 

 
 
Towards an integrated rural policy and new partnerships 
 
New structures are required in rural policy that operate between sectors, and cooperation 
and development procedures are called for. All this presupposes knowledge and expertise 
that crosses sectoral boundaries. It is also becoming essential to employ new concepts and 
to create new meanings for cooperation at the national, regional and local levels.  
 
A search has been going on for a long time in the sphere of Finnish rural policy for a 
solution to the problem of creating a truly integrative policy, as we know from experience 
that this is a matter of achieving both 1) structural and 2) functional changes at various 
levels. It is crucial to point out the need for a synergy of macro and micro-level activities in 
order to create adequate conditions for successful rural living. 
 
As far as national policy is concerned, it is essential to increase interaction between the 
ministries involved with rural affairs and to clarify the relative powers and responsibilities 
of the central government and the regional authorities. Some progress has been made at 
the central government level in Finland. Rural policy is basically an integrated policy, and 
the Rural Policy Committee that has been coordinating it at the national level since 1992 
contains representatives of a number of ministries. It also has a number of working groups 
(10-15) concerned with particular aspects of rural policy, and produces its own 
publications, funds rural research and development projects, draws up rural policy 
programmes and supports discussion on rural policy in society at large. This represents a 
unique form of long-term consultation and has already proved invaluable. 
 
At the local government level, Finland is divided into 432 units known as municipalities. 
Each municipality is responsible for the development and welfare of its own area and 
residents. It has become increasingly obvious in recent years, however, that the smaller 
rural municipalities are unable to muster the resources necessary for development, and 
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they have begun to form groups for this purpose. This has led to the emergence of 
somewhat larger functional units, known as sub-regions, as a significant new local level 
for regional development. There had certainly been an opening for units of this kind 
below the level of the region, not least as areas of suitable size for the operation of local 
action groups (LAGs).  
 
It would thus seem that regional development in Finland during the present decade will 
be a matter of cooperation between local authorities at the sub-region level and measures 
planned and undertaken by local action groups, for it is precisely within these groups that 
the inhabitants, communities, enterprises and local authorities will have the best 
opportunities for crossing sectoral boundaries and creating common strategies. The crucial 
phenomenon is that the municipal authorities have taken the new local action groups as 
forums for local development processes. This has called for high levels of networking, 
interaction and communication skills, for the nucleus of such activity lies in the joint 
formulation of strategies and the shaping of local initiatives into projects. 
 
Significant new forums for partnership were constructed at the central government, 
regional administration and local levels within the Finnish rural policy system in the 
course of the 1990s which possess a potential for generating innovations. It may be noted, 
however, that the new partnerships implemented at the regional level have entailed far 
less innovative elements than those at the central government or local level, as the regional 
forums for partnership set up in order to administer EU programmes have so far been 
mainly forums for local élites, dominated by civil servants and politicians, and scarcely 
any new participants have been attracted. Since participation is based on hierarchical 
positions in certain regional organizations, the members represent largely the same 
motives and interests as earlier and their ways of working are conservative and dominated 
by established routines. It is difficult to gain information on the activities of these groups, 
and thus they have remained an unknown quality as far as the general public is 
concerned. In practice, however, it is these local élites that distribute the vast majority of 
the EU development project funds that are available in Finland.  
 
The national Rural Policy Committee is an exception in the Finnish culture of political 
decision-making, in that it has not only constructed a link between various ministries but 
it has also made a determined effort to extend its network in the direction of both experts 
and local rural actors. Considerable devolution has taken place in the processes by which 
decisions are prepared, and the committee can be regarded as a notable pillar of rural 
policy discourse in Finland at the present time. It can thus be said that rural innovations in 
this country are worked up at both the central administration and local level through the 
creative processes of constructive new partnerships. 
 
Finnish rural policy has made significant practical efforts to create new local structures 
and partnerships. The most important single factor in this has been the setting up of a 
nationwide network of LAGs since 1996, partly under the stimulus of the European 
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LEADER programmes (LEADER II and LEADER+) and the equivalent national POMO 
programmes (POMO and POMO+). At present there are 58 of these action groups in 
different parts of the country, and experiences of their work have been encouraging, in 
that more extensive cooperation is now taking place between the local inhabitants, 
communities, entrepreneurs and municipal authorities and new people and ideas have 
been mobilized. These new local partnerships have blended in well with the long tradition 
of local (municipal) government in Finland and contribute to the continued strengthening 
of local participation. 
 
Micro-interactions 
 
Local activity, personal commitments and investments in social capital are of great 
importance in the context of rural policy. Both physical and human capital is to be found 
in the countryside, but both are sparsely distributed. Given the correct procedures, these 
scarce resources can be identified more efficiently and gathered together so that they can 
have a creative influence on each other (see Hyyryläinen 2003). 
 
Many Finnish villages have had voluntary Village Committees to attend to their 
development needs since the 1970’s (at present 4000 in number), and the structure of this 
traditional activity is now being revised. The rise of project work carried out on a 
professional, paid basis alongside the ancient tradition of voluntary, unpaid “talkoo” work 
that has prevailed in the Finnish countryside has greatly altered internal relations and 
responsibilities within these village activities, and there is a general awareness in the 
villages of the nature of the challenges facing these activities and of the need for new 
people, ideas and development tools.  
 
Village activities are seeking a new impetus from expanded cooperation. Neighbouring 
villages, experts of various kinds, local action groups and even international actors are 
proving to be significant partners for village activists and entrepreneurs nowadays. The 
cooperation networks are still relatively weak, however, and contacts between actors are 
somewhat haphazard, so that the new forms of cooperation may be looked on as attempts 
to solve this problem. One urgent question that comes to mind is that of how local 
initiative can be linked in a flexible manner to a sub-regional development environment. 
 
One important precondition for cooperation at the sub-regional level is that the sub-region 
should possess the corporate networks and responsibility structures on which cooperation 
can be built up. Social capital implies a capacity for working together with others in groups, 
organizations and social networks for the common good, and can be learned only by experience of 
such interaction and activated by establishing interaction and networking. The promotion, 
maintenance and utilization of social capital calls for skill and hard work, together with 
the correct methods and operational models.  
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It is important to note that both the structural and individual conditions required for the 
emergence of this social capital already exist. The process calls for norms and trust 
structures and also for personal commitments and personal investments. The crucial 
question is how these two sets of conditions can be met simultaneously.  
 
The point of departure to be considered below is that the villages are still of importance as 
places for living and conducting business and that they have a special meaning for the 
people who live in them. They are not the same social communities as they used to be, of 
course, not even in Finland, for people nowadays tend to have numerous varying 
identities, only some of which are associated with their own immediate living 
environment. But even so, the villages can be looked on as nodes at which social capital 
can be generated through thinking, imagining and doing in connection with common 
issues and innovations. The essential thing as far as the local construction of social capital 
is concerned is to achieve a genuinely new, creative problem-solving process.  
 
It is crucial to develop models for analysing interaction between local actors in a more 
comprehensive manner. This would enable a picture to be obtained of the principal actors 
and modes of operation involved in successful local development and of the main forms of 
expertise and support that villagers require for their own development projects.  
 
A local development network arises out of practical commitments to the vitality of the 
countryside and its villages and simultaneous investments in it by numerous private, 
public and community instances. The creation of modes of operation and mutually agreed 
rules and regulations is a matter of strengthening the social capital available locally. The 
mobilization of new people and new ideas is a major precondition for success, but this in 
turn requires strengthening of the responsibility structures and the provision of better 
operational models, for without these local development is likely to become too great a 
burden for the few people who are active in it. 
 
Once this local network model can be made to work in practice, development will become 
a continuous process in which initiatives arising out of the needs, ideas and commitment 
of the actors in the villages are processed into projects together with partners and returned 
to the local action group for evaluation and assessment relative to the funding available. 
Those projects that gain acceptance in the action group as being in accordance with its 
strategy will be implemented in cooperation with the partners. 
 

Mainstreaming the LEADER method into Finnish Rural Policy 
  
I have been involved recently, together with Päivi Pylkkänen, in studying the almost ten-
year process of mainstreaming the LEADER method in Finland. We found two broad 
factors explaining its effectiveness: the network-based national rural development policy, 
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and the viability and functional capacity of the civil society (Pylkkänen–Hyyryläinen 
2004). 
 
The prime condition for mainstreaming LEADER has been the strategic capacity and trust 
that has existed at the level of the national Rural Policy Committee. This cross-sectoral 
policy-making and advisory body was able to create a strong strategy for mainstreaming 
LEADER. The power of the network lay in the fact that it could act simultaneously in 
different domains and its work was not perceived as a sectoral issue.  
 
The second important condition was the rapid adoption of the method by local people and 
communities, building on a well–rooted, functional civil society to implement new forms 
of social organisation based on social capital. A prerequisite for the formation of social 
capital is trust, and individual social trust in turn helps to build cooperative social 
relations upon which effective social and political organisations can be constructed – a 
bottom-up process.  

 

 

 
 
 
Figure 1: Mainstreaming of the LEADER method into rural development policies ion Finland, 1995 – 2005 
(source: Pylkkänen-Hyyryläinen 2004, 26) 
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The LEADER method has been assessed to be generally legitimate and to fit well into 
Finnish rural policy. One challenging aspect is still its requirement for decentralized 
management and financing, i.e. the autonomy of the LAGs. The devolution of 
management from the state authorities to new partnerships is a difficult issue. It is a 
question of power shift. The local action groups have created new local political spaces in 
which direct participation, for example, has a more important role. Nevertheless, there 
continue to be key individuals and parties within the central administration and beyond 
who remain, if not hostile, at least sceptical with regard to the idea of such a power shift.  

The existing national legislation stems from the conventional top-down development 
approach and is far from favourably disposed towards a reversal of the process. Room can 
be created for all the other specific LEADER features, but when it comes to the power of 
decision over the state budget there has been and still is a restriction pertaining to the 
status of an aid-granting body: the allocation of funds rests with the public authorities, 
and the LAGs, as private associations, do not constitute a public authority. This is an issue 
that will have to be resolved if LAGs are to be granted broader financial autonomy.   

 
3. Conclusions 
 
It is obvious that when using social capital as a tool for supporting economic and social 
development we should find measures to strengthen and support trust/trustworthiness 
and communicative practises in local communities, extend the scope of open 
communication in society and create links between agents at all levels in society. This is in 
line with the ideas of Woolcock (1998), who suggests that social capital can attain positive 
outcomes to the extent that both embedded and autonomous social relations prevail at the 
micro and macro levels.  
 

“This happens when people are willing and able to draw on nurturing social ties 1) within their 
local communities, 2) between local communities and groups with external and more extensive 
social connections to civil society, 3) between civil society and macro-level institutions and 4) 
within corporate sector institutions. All four dimensions must be present for optimal development 
outcomes.” 
 

   Woolcock (1998, 186-187) 
 
It has been shown repeatedly that rural policy is a broad field in which conditions for 
success need to be created in many ways and by many instances. It is necessary at the 
national level of regional policy to realize that regional differences place differing 
demands on practical development, whereupon a differentiated rural policy can be 
invoked to construct modes of operation that are sensitive to the characteristic features of 
a particular area. The Finnish rural policy paradigm has taken crucial steps in this 
direction. The strategic architecture of the policy can be described in following way 
(Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: The strategic architecture of distributed Finnish rural policy. 
 
It may be said with some justification that investment in a distributed model for rural 
policy has increased social capital in the process of rural development, and the principal 
outcome has been recruitment of the resources offered by thousands of new individuals. It 
can also be said in the light of this example from Finland that it is certainly possible to 
invest in social capital in a fruitful manner.  
 
According to the Budapest Declaration (2002) innovative governance requires a clear shift 
in political programming and decision-making towards the recognition and 
empowerment of local rural population groups, NGOs and other actors within civil 
society. We can learn from the Finnish case that this change cannot be implemented by EU 
or governmental agencies in a top-down manner only, but has to be approached through 
networking and the creation of social and political conditions which support independent 
initiatives, and by allowing these to both control and evaluate the development process 
independently as far as possible, and with less bureaucracy. 
  
Local activity and personal commitments and investments in social capital are of great 
importance in the context of Finnish rural policy. It can be said that investments of the 
LEADER type were important in promoting local social capital in Finnish rural areas, in 
that the European LEADER programmes and the corresponding national POMO 
programmes have encouraged new people to engage in development work and have 
offered opportunities for putting innovative ideas into practice. Given the correct 
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procedures, these new human resources can be identified and gathered together so that 
they can have a creative impact on local development.  
 
Rural areas can provide a different development environment for citizens’ initiatives, one 
that is of smaller proportions but more sensitive. At best, such an environment could 
abound with social innovations which respect the individual but at the same time take 
account of the nature of the community and its needs. It is particularly important to 
recognize the special character of rural areas and to allow local development structures 
and procedures to continue to evolve on the basis of existing experiences.  
 
The definition of an innovation is very much a question of who is in an appropriate 
position to participate in the definition process. This means that innovations constitute a 
core area of political activity. These definition relationships vary greatly within the new 
partnerships that have been set up at different levels in the rural policy system. 
Partnership can be implemented in a manner that does not in effect imply any major 
changes in the prevailing power structures  
 
The participants in these genuinely new partnerships are committed to entering bravely 
into interaction with new partners, so that the circle of participants can be extended and 
new perspectives and ideas can be introduced into the problem-solving process. This 
means at the same time, of course, that the process also becomes more complex, and also 
more difficult, especially at the beginning.  
 
The Europeanizing regional policy has had its most significant impact at the local level in 
Finland, where the municipalities traditionally play a crucial role. The investments made 
in the work of the local action groups have been more efficient in stimulating local activity 
than any other development measures undertaken in the 1990s. This activity can open up 
new opportunities for developing systems of local participation, enabling practical rural 
policies to be directed more obviously towards problems which people have a genuine 
interest in learning about and solving. 
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