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Abstract
Against the backdrop of shrinking populations, new strategies
for maintaining services of general interest in European rural
areas are required at both a European and a German level.
With regard to this, the field of post-school education as a ser-
vice of general interest is seen as playing an important role
with considerable effects on regional development processes.
Educational institutions, traditionally highly centralised, have
been shown to influence decisions on staying in or leaving ru-
ral areas and thus can further intensify regional demographic
developments. In this paper, we examine two examples of
post-school educational opportunities in Scotland and Swe-
den that have been able to establish themselves in a rural
setting affected by shrinking trends. Our interpretation is that
the continued stability of these examples is due to the ability
of local actors to utilise local resources in a meaningful way.
The aim of this paper is therefore to contribute to a structured
understanding of how local actors manage limited resources
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to provide services of general interest in the environment of
rural, sparsely populated regions in the long term. To enable
a systematised analysis of our data, we use an analytical
framework originally developed to understand the resources
generated by informal planning practices in rural areas.
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Nachschulische Bildung in schrumpfenden
ländlichen Regionen. Erfahrungen und
Lösungen aus Schottland und Schweden

Zusammenfassung
Vor dem Hintergrund schrumpfender Bevölkerungszahlen be-
darf es neuer Strategien zur Aufrechterhaltung der Daseins-
vorsorge in den ländlichen Räumen Europas und Deutsch-
lands. In diesem Zusammenhang wird dem Bereich der nach-
schulischen Bildung als einer Dienstleistung von allgemeinem
Interessemit ihren beträchtlichen Auswirkungen auf regionale
Entwicklungsprozesse eine wichtige Rolle zugeschrieben. Bil-
dungsinstitutionen, traditionell stark zentralisiert, beeinflus-
sen Entscheidungen über Bleiben oder Fortzug aus ländlich
geprägten Regionen und können dortige demographische Ent-
wicklungen somit weiter verstärken. In diesem Beitrag unter-
suchen wir zwei Beispiele nachschulischer Bildungsangebote
in Schottland und Schweden, welche sich in einem ländlichen,
von Schrumpfungstendenzen betroffenen Umfeld etablieren
konnten. Unsere Interpretation ist, dass die anhaltende Stabi-
lität dieser beispielhaften Angebote auf die Fähigkeit lokaler
Akteure zurückzuführen ist, lokale Ressourcen sinnvoll zu bün-
deln. Dieser Beitrag zielt daher darauf ab, besser zu verstehen
und darzulegen, wie lokale Akteure begrenzte Ressourcen ver-
walten, um Dienstleistungen von allgemeinem Interesse in
einem Kontext schrumpfender ländlicher Regionen langfris-
tig bereitzustellen. Für die systematische Datenanalyse wird
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auf einen Analyserahmen zurückgegriffen, der ursprünglich für
ein Verständnis jener Ressourcen entwickelt wurde, die durch
informelle Planungspraktiken in ländlichenGebieten generiert
werden.

Schlüsselwörter: Nachschulische Bildung � Schrumpfung �

ländliche Entwicklung � Ressourcen � Schweden � Schottland

1 Introduction
The impact of demographic change has been observed at
the European level and is reflected upon in several Euro-
pean strategy papers (European Commission 2018; Euro-
pean Commission 2020). A main concern in these policy
papers is access to services of general interest (SGI) in ar-
eas where population densities are in decline. The European
Commission defines the terminology SGI as “services that
public authorities of the Member States classify as being
of general interest and therefore subject to specific pub-
lic service obligations” (European Commission 2011: 3).
Countries like Scotland and Sweden seem to be ahead with
developing approaches for guaranteeing public services also
in sparsely populated regions.

In this paper, we examine cases of services of general
interest provision that seem to work in a rural depopulating
context over time. The paper has a specific focus on the
area of post-school education since this form of service of
general interest plays a significant role in the liveability of
a place. In some rural areas, it can even be a decisive factor
for staying or moving away (Boström/Dalin 2018). Local
opportunities for professional training generate know-how,
increase a region’s innovative strength and allow new eco-
nomic sectors to establish (Breznitz/Lawton Smith/Bagchi-
Sen 2022); they are thus of importance for the local econ-
omy.

This paper presents one case study each from Sweden
and Scotland, focusing on examples of post-school educa-
tion. The first case study analyses the Swedish Akademi
Norr, an institution which for over 20 years has been pro-
viding higher education in sparsely populated communities
of northern Sweden. The second case study analyses the
Scottish community-project GrowBiz, which offers educa-
tional opportunities for supporting micro-entrepreneurship
in rural areas of Scotland.

Both examples show how local resources can be used
to create better access to post-school education in sparsely
populated areas. As such, they should be of interest for
shrinking areas across Europe. Our interpretation is that
the stability of these cases over time is due to the ability of
local actors to co-locate local resources in a sensible way.
The aim of the paper is thus to contribute with a structured

understanding of how local actors co-locate local resources
in order to provide services of general interest in a rural
depopulating context over time. To allow a more systematic
analysis of our data, we use an analytical framework origi-
nally developed to understand resources that are generated
through informal planning practices in rural areas.

The paper is structured as follows: First, the paper pro-
vides an overview of the heterogeneous developments in
rural areas and demonstrates the importance of post-school
education against the background of shrinking populations.
This is followed by an introduction to the concept of re-
sources. Furthermore, the approach of the qualitative case
study is presented and the two projects Akademi Norr and
GrowBiz are introduced. The subsequent presentation of re-
sults is embedded in the analytical framework of the concept
of resources and describes diverse approaches of the two
case studies in detail. The concluding discussion embeds
the results in the implementation scope and opportunities
for rural areas.

2 Structural change and population
decline in heterogeneous rural
areas

The literature on shrinkage has grown considerably in re-
cent decades. In a recent research overview, Syssner (2022)
describes how the trends of globalisation, urbanisation and
de-industrialisation have confronted parts of European pe-
ripheries with difficult circumstances. Shrinkage – in terms
of population decline, ageing, and diminishing commercial
and public services – form, as Syssner puts it, part of the
lived experiences in great parts of the European peripheries.

Yet, the term shrinkage itself deserves further clarifica-
tion as it is often connotated in a one-dimensional and solely
negative way. Copus, Kahila, Dax et al. (2021: 288–292) ar-
gue that shrinkage, or rather demographic decline, has to
be placed in a broader context of socio-economic change,
relating to levels of economic activity, sectoral structures,
governance capacity etc. In this respect, Syssner (2022: 100)
calls for greater clarity, asking: “[W]hat is it that is shrink-
ing, declining, or disappearing when scholars talk about
shrinkage [...]; where – in what localities or at what scale –
can shrinkage be observed; and [...] when did it all happen?”
Furthermore, she suggests that research efforts are needed
to understand how and for what reasons resources have been
distributed in space. Research, it is argued, could also con-
tribute by explicating the conditions for everyday life and
work in shrinking, rural territories and demonstrating how
shrinkage is dealt with by various policy actors.

This paper is explicitly linked to the call for studies on
how the consequences of shrinkage are dealt with by policy
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Table 1 Overview of key demographic indicators in Germany, Scotland and Sweden

Analysed countries Germany Scotland Sweden

Type of territory e)

Key indicators (2009-2019) Urban Intermediate Rural Urban Intermediate Rural Urban Intermediate Rural
Population density a) f) 235 70 25
Share of national population b) c) d) 35% 42% 23% 41% 42% 15% 39% 41% 20%
Population change b) c) d) 0.9% 0.8% -0.8% 5% 2.9% 1.8% 8.3% 3.9% 0.1%
Average old age coefficient b) c) d) g) 34 37 35 27 34 38 28 39 46
Old age coefficient change b) c) d) 0.1% 4.8% 3.9% 10.6% 21.3% 21.1% 6.7% 12.9% 13.9%
a) OECD.Stat, Table Regional Demography: Population density and area, large TL2 and small TL3 regions.
b) Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder, Table 12411-02-03-4: Bevölkerung nach Geschlecht und Altersgruppen (17) - Stich-
tag 31.12. - regionale Tiefe: Gemeinden.
c) Statistics.gov.scot, Table Population Estimates Summary (Current Geographic Boundaries).
d) Statistics Sweden, Table BE0101N1 Population by region, marital status, age and sex. Year 1968-2020.
e) Following the OECD urban/rural typology.
f) Population per km2. Data only available for 2020.
g) Calculated as the ratio between the old inactive population (65 years and older) and the working population (20-64 years old)
Source: Tent/Brad/Klöden et al. 2021: 84 (modified)

actors at various scales and in various contexts. As pointed
out by Bontje (2004), Martinez-Fernandez, Audirac, Fol
et al. (2012), Wiechmann and Pallagst (2012), Sousa and
Pinho (2015), Schatz (2017) and Syssner (2020), demo-
graphic decline has long been overlooked in local policy
and planning. Several studies have explicated how local and
regional policy actors have failed to develop comprehen-
sive strategies or plans for how to cope with decline (Lang
2012; Wiechmann/Pallagst 2012; Bernt/Haase/Großmann
et al. 2014; Hospers 2014; Schatz 2017; Syssner 2020).

Even if depopulation is most prominent in sparsely pop-
ulated rural areas, research on shrinkage and depopulation
has until recently had a strong urban bias. Given that, sev-
eral voices have called for more research attention to be paid
to shrinking rural regions. Importantly, there is no uniform
definition and delimitation of rural areas at hand. Rather,
several typologies are offered at various national and in-
ternational levels (Küpper/Milbert 2020: 82). This implies
that we are dealing with a pronounced heterogeneity of ru-
ralities, and in this sense, rural areas today can only be
meaningfully addressed in the plural (Mose 2018).

Many European countries are facing severe challenges
of demographic change and especially the shrinkage of ru-
ral areas complicates the living conditions of depopulating
communities. A growing spatial polarisation between ur-
ban and rural areas can be identified (Lang/Haunstein 2017;
Copus/Kahila/Dax et al. 2021). The regional differences in
development are particularly evident in the ten new mem-
ber states in central and eastern Europe. However, other
countries in western, southern and northern Europe are also
affected by conspicuous shrinkage processes evident at re-
gional and local levels (Copus/Kahila/Dax et al. 2021).

Despite heterogeneous population trends, population
growth tends to be lower in the rural areas of Sweden and
Scotland (see Tab. 1). A contributing factor to the territorial
imbalances is the skewed geographical distribution of the
population. Both Scotland and Sweden feature pronounced
north-south gradients of urbanisation, with relatively dense
urban structures in the south and sparsely populated re-
gions further north – regions that are typically considered
Europe’s classic geographical peripheries (Brodda 2010;
Mose 2022). As such, only 15% of the population live
in Scotland’s rural areas, while in Sweden this number
reaches 20%. Ageing also tends to be more pronounced in
the rural areas of Scotland and Sweden – with higher and
more intensifying old-age dependency rates (see Table 1).

Population projections to 2028 predict a widening of dis-
parities between urban and rural areas in Scotland. Above-
average population growth is predicted for urban areas in
the east of the country and the Central Belt, while most rural
areas in the Highlands and Lowlands, as well as the West-
ern Isles and the Shetland Islands, will experience popula-
tion declines.1 Similarly, in Sweden, population disparities
will also be exacerbated by 2040. As such, the most popu-
lated county, Stockholm County, is projected to increase the
most, both in number and percentage of people. In contrast,
in eight counties the population is expected to decrease with
the largest decline being expected for the rural counties of
Västernorrland and Norrbotten in the upper north (Statis-
tiska centralbyran 2021).

1 https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/
statistics-by-theme/population/population-projections/sub-
national-population-projections/2018-based (26.07.2023).
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There is no question that the projected developments will
have far-reaching consequences for the maintenance of ser-
vices of general interest. Maintaining and adapting these
services is of crucial importance for the future development
of rural areas. To name but a few, the services include local
supply, transport, health and care, emergency response and
post-school education (see Tent/Brad/Klöden et al. 2021).

3 Special role of post-school
education

Post-school education includes all educational activities that
follow compulsory schooling. A distinction can be made
between formal (e.g. obtaining institutionally supervised
qualifications), non-formal (e.g. continuing education) and
informal (e.g. individual interests such as music courses,
cooking classes) educational opportunities; this is strongly
linked to the concept of life-long learning (Dib 1988).

Post-school educational opportunities are important on
both individual and societal levels. They contribute to social
participation and have an impact on regional development
(Peer/Penker 2016). The availability of educational opportu-
nities is an important aspect of the regional quality of life,
influencing the decision of young people in particular to
leave or stay in a region, and having a positive impact on re-
gional economic development (Postlep/Blume/Hülz 2020).
In the short term, learner spending generates additional re-
gional value added. In the long term, improved innovation
and entrepreneurship can contribute to the creation of new
businesses in the region (Breznitz/Lawton Smith/Bagchi-
Sen 2022).

People from rural areas who seek vocational training,
or seek to continue their education after school, often have
to travel or migrate to urban areas. This means additional
costs for learners, which can be a barrier to achieving higher
education while at the same time pushing people in search
of education to leave their home region. In rural regions
already facing a shrinking and ageing population, the re-
sulting loss of young people reinforces and accelerates this
process. People who are educated outside their home re-
gions do not always return or do not have knowledge and
skills that match the working conditions and local require-
ments in rural areas (Gareis/Diller 2020).

Indeed, new educational concepts have sought to de-
centralise post-school learning opportunities and provide
higher education and training in rural areas. Especially dur-
ing and in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, face-
to-face contact between learners and teachers was comple-
mented by digital tools that enable distance learning in-
dependent of location. A well-established example, which
functioned well even before the pandemic, is the University

of the Highlands and Islands (UHI) in Scotland. This decen-
tralised educational institution can demonstrate cumulative
effects for regional development. First, it offers students in
rural areas an alternative to having to leave home to pur-
sue education (and also attracts students for specific ‘niche’
courses) (Rennie 2003). Second, retaining and attracting
students in these rural areas provides more opportunities
for social interaction and improved quality of life, includ-
ing access to learning opportunities not normally available
locally in person (Biggar Economics 2020).

Providing access to post-school education at the local
level is a critical contribution to rural and regional develop-
ment, supporting vibrant, diverse communities, improving
regional infrastructure, and generating local employment
and the associated expenditure that this creates (Postlep/
Blume/Hülz 2020). This is a critical contribution in a region
with higher age demographics (see Table 1) and numerous
logistical challenges.

4 Concept of Resources
In this paper, we examine cases of post-school education
in Scotland and Sweden that seem to work in a rural de-
populating context over time. Our interpretation is that the
long-term stability of these cases is due to the ability of
local actors to co-locate local resources in a sensible way.
In our endeavour to offer a structured understanding of how
local resources are co-located by local actors, we draw on
a resource-based view and utilise an analytical framework
that has been previously employed for understanding how
resources are used and generated through informal planning
practices in rural areas. The framework allows us to develop
a more structured understanding of how local actors co-lo-
cate local resources in order to provide services of general
interest in a rural depopulating context over time.

In its broadest sense, a resource can be understood as
“any asset that an organization might draw on to help it
achieve its goals and perform well” (Bryson/Ackermann/
Eden 2007: 704). The framework employed here, however,
sorts resources into the broader categories of financial, ma-
terial, human and organisational resources (Syssner/Meijer
2017). By following this analytical model, we seek to struc-
ture our analysis efficiently.

Financial resources could be “[c]ash, investments, and
endowment” (Brown/Andersson/Jo 2016: 2892) derived
through taxation, through profits, or – as often in rural
development processes – through a diversity of external
funding sources (Syssner/Meijer 2017: 463). A material
resource, Syssner and Meijer (2017: 463) suggest, could
comprise physical objects and facilities – in terms of land
and raw material (Brown/Andersson/Jo 2016) or in terms of
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equipment, infrastructure and machines (Bathelt/Glückler
2005: 1547; Pee/Kankanhalli 2016: 189). In the category
of human resources, Syssner and Meijer (2017: 463) in-
clude formal knowledge, skills and competencies, but also
experiences and insights gained by those living and operat-
ing in an area (Pee/Kankanhalli 2016: 189). Organisational
resources, to conclude, are understood “as those structures
that can be employed by individuals to achieve their own
goals” (Bathelt/Glückler 2005: 1555) and that enable plan-
ning and coordination (Pee/Kankanhalli 2016: 189), for ex-
ample by the formation of mutual expectations and goals
(Bathelt/Glückler 2005: 1555).

5 Methodology

5.1 Qualitative comparative case study
approach

This study uses a qualitative comparative case study ap-
proach to investigate two models for decentralised post-
school educational provision in Sweden and in Scotland. For
a long time, comparative social sciences revolved around
the idea that comparisons are to be made either between
cases that are similar in as many respects as possible or
between cases that are different in as many respects as pos-
sible. The logic is that similar outcomes in cases that differ,
or dissimilar outcomes among cases that are alike, can help
identify those factors that decide an outcome, and thus carry
some sort of explanatory power (Peters 1998; Syssner 2006;
Landman 2008).

In this paper, we suggest that a two-case comparison
should consider a comparison of cases that are different.
Indeed, even if there are parallels between cases, real world
cases are so diverse that they will be largely dissimilar (Pe-
ters 1998; Syssner 2006). For a comparison of dissimilar
cases to make sense, however, the cases included need to
share the property that is to be compared (Sartori 1991).
In our study, it is the models for post-school educational
provision that are to be compared, and our notion is that
these models appear in contexts that exhibit a multitude of
social, political and geographical differences.

The intent of the study that this paper is a result of, was
to learn from experiences gained in Sweden and in Scot-
land, and also to identify approaches to rural development
that might work for rural areas across Europe. By observ-
ing similar matters in different settings, we will be more
attentive towards similarities as well as differences in the
Scottish and Swedish models of providing post-school edu-
cation. This in turn helps us to reflect on the contexts in
which these models emerge and work. By comparing two
cases, we lower the risk of both false particularisation (i.e.,

the belief that all cases are unique and different), and of
false universalism (i.e., the belief that all cases are equal
and work in the same way) (for an overview, see Syssner
2006).

Finally, in this paper, we combine the comparative case
study approach with a resource base perspective. By doing
so, we can contribute a more structured understanding of
how local actors co-locate local resources in order to pro-
vide post-school education in Scottish and Swedish rural
depopulating contexts over time.

5.2 Cases

Several studies have, as demonstrated above, shown that lo-
cal and regional governments have largely failed to develop
strategies or plans on how to cope with depopulation and
decline. But even if there is an absence of formal explicit
and transparent frameworks, policies or strategies on how
to cope with decline, local and regional actors do act in rela-
tion to shrinkage (Béal/Fol/Miot et al. 2019; Syssner 2020).
Local governments take decisions intended to adapt their or-
ganisations and services to new demographical conditions,
even if they are not codified or communicated as a formal
adaptation policy (Syssner/Siebert 2020). Our paper deals
with two examples of how local and regional actors seek to
develop models for post-school education under conditions
of depopulation and sparsity, although they are not yet being
framed as parts of a comprehensive policy for adaptation
or as planning for shrinkage.

Our study stems from a larger collaborative research
project carried out by several German research institutions,
analysing the provision of services of general interest in ex-
emplary European rural areas and examining their transfer-
ability to Germany2. Based on this collaboration, we have
investigated innovative and well-established projects of
post-school education in rural areas in Sweden and Scot-
land. The selected educational projects differ in their spe-
cific orientations and cover a spectrum of educational
offers, ranging from informal to formal learning opportuni-
ties. The Swedish community network Akademi Norr serves
as an example of formal learning opportunities, while the
Scottish community-based project GrowBiz is particularly
active within the non-formal education sector.

The final selection of the exemplary projects was multi-

2 The InDaLE project (Innovative Ansätze der Daseinsvorsorge in
ländlichen Räumen – Lernen von Erfahrungen anderer europäi-
scher Länder für Deutschland) (2020-2022), funded by the Federal
Ministry for Food and Agriculture in Germany, sought to under-
stand the factors that favour the long-term establishment of in-
novative projects for services of general interest in rural areas; see
https://www.indale.org/de/ (27.07.2023).
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Figure 1 Population development of the last ten years (2011-2021) in the investigated action areas of the two analysed projects

criteria based. Amongst others, Akademi Norr was selected
due to its long developmental progress and its stable finan-
cial situation. GrowBiz was chosen for its continuing and
dynamic development and its fundraising ability. Additional
selection criteria comprised the extensive spatial coverage
of both projects on the one hand and their connections to
existing structures on the other.

Akademi Norr is a regional association of 13 munici-
palities in the provinces of Norrbotten and Västerbotten in
northern Sweden with the aim of initiating and coordinat-
ing higher education and vocational training (see Figure 1).
As part of Akademi Norr, each participating municipality
provides a learning centre, which also serves as a hub for co-
operation. Equipping these learning centres with the most
advanced video transmission technology of the time, pre-
ceded the formal establishment of Akademi Norr in 2000.
The aim of Akademi Norr is to promote the improvement
of economic, social and cultural skills for the entire region.
To provide the learning opportunities, there is cooperation
with both Swedish universities (e.g. Umeå, Luleå, Lund)
and private education providers. Currently there are training
opportunities in a range of professions, e.g. nurses, teachers,
social workers, technicians and preschool teachers. Courses
offered include multi-year degree programmes (e.g. energy

engineering) and vocational training such as that for special-
ist nurses. There are also further education programmes last-
ing several weeks, such as courses on digitalisation in health
and social services. The number of people with formal post-
school education of at least three years has increased in
the Akademi Norr municipalities from under 6,000 people
(2000) to over 8,000 people (2021) (Akademi Norr 2022: 8).
The merger of several municipalities means that the critical
number of trainees can also be reached in higher vocational
education courses (with increased practical components).

GrowBiz was founded in 2007 with the aim of offering
individual training and further education opportunities for
rural micro-enterprises. The target group includes existing
micro-enterprises as well as people who want to start their
own businesses. The GrowBiz concept is based on a bot-
tom-up approach and was initially developed by a board of
25 volunteers and a project manager. The organisation orig-
inated in the Council of Perth and Kinross area. Since then,
its reach has been gradually extended to other areas of rural
Scotland, particularly through the expansion of other digi-
tal services. GrowBiz supports lifelong learning opportuni-
ties through a wide range of different educational services:
training events, online workshops and networking events. In
2019/2020, 750 companies participated in the GrowBiz of-
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Table 2 Conducted interviews

Akademi Norr Project Manager IP-1
Head of Learning Centre Arjeplog Municipal-
ity

IP-2

Head of Learning Centre Arvidsjaur Munici-
pality

IP-3

Head of Learning Centre Sollefteå Municipal-
ity

IP-4

Vice-Principal Umeå University IP-5
Regional Manager of Region 10 (association
of 10 municipalities)

IP-6

Scientist from Nordregio International Science
Centre

IP-7

Akademi
Norr

Staff of Rural Networks Sweden IP-8
Project Manager GrowBiz IP-9
Project Assistance GrowBiz IP-10
Chairman GrowBiz IP-11
LEADER Regional Manager for the Perth and
Kinross Region

IP-12

Staff and former user of GrowBiz IP-13
User of GrowBiz IP-14

GrowBiz

Researcher SRUC IP-15

fer, and 50 companies were supported on the path to start-
up. The companies are from the tourism/leisure sectors,
arts/creative services and care sector, amongst others. Sup-
port focused on all facets of running a successful business:
marketing, digital skills, business plans, legal issues, etc.
(Scottish Government 2022: 28). GrowBiz excels at high-
lighting the specific needs of rural areas and developing
tailored solutions for each client through its peer-to-peer
support.

In the following, Akademi Norr and GrowBiz are exam-
ined with regard to their structural character, their fields of
action and their implementation strategies. For this purpose,
15 guided, problem-centred interviews were conducted. The
interviews were analysed with MAXQDA, allowing system-
atic coding using both deductive and inductive codes. 12
project participants were interviewed, complemented by in-
terviews with three external experts from the fields of ru-
ral regional development and education from the country
under study. Table 2 gives an overview of the interviews
conducted.

The interview partners directly related to the case studies
are shown in regular font. The external experts from the
Swedish and Scottish contexts for education and rural areas
are shown in italics.

6 Results
Our qualitative comparative case study approach, examin-
ing two models of decentralised post-school educational
provision in Sweden and Scotland, demonstrates how local
actors co-locate local resources in order to provide services
of general interest over time. To allow a more structured un-
derstanding of the two cases – Akademi Norr and GrowBiz –
the results are presented along four main resource types: hu-
man, financial, material and organisational resources.

6.1 Human resources

Akademi Norr plays a central role in the coordination of
tertiary education in the region – particularly facilitated by
its human resources. With regard to these, a decisive po-
sition is fulfilled by the head of Akademi Norr, who was
described as highly motivated and committed by all inter-
viewees. They acknowledged that he brought new ideas to
the work of the institution and continued expanding con-
tacts and networks within the regional educational land-
scape. His work is complemented by three further employ-
ees, who work with specific thematic focuses (e.g. training
of medical staff). Furthermore, the individual learning cen-
tres located in the different municipalities are staffed with
municipal personnel, usually 0.5 to 1 person per centre.
The interviews highlight that the personal commitment of
these staff members largely marks both the success and the
acceptance of the individual learning centres. Flat hierar-
chies allow for a close exchange between the local learning
centres and the regional and head institution of Akademi
Norr. This enables e.g. the expression of novel needs or the
implementation of new ideas.

Despite a high proportion of e-learning offers, human
resources also play a crucial role with regard to the teach-
ing itself. They facilitate both the personal support offered
in the learning centres and the on-site elements of a learn-
ing programme. Finally, the personal exchange among the
learners themselves appears to increase their motivation and
willingness to study. “[..] And they were also very good in
terms of service. Because they not only brought the stu-
dents access to these video links, but also really supported
the students” [IP-5].

Akademi Norr was initiated by local politicians and has
received a great deal of monetary and idealistic support.
Still today, the mayors of the participating municipalities are
represented on the steering group of Akademi Norr and con-
tribute their knowledge to the institution’s strategic work.
Additional human resources enable Akademi Norr to carry
out surveys on local needs. Building on this information,
targeted educational offers can be developed in cooperation
with local companies.
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Human resources represent the core element of the Grow-
Biz project. Referring to the ideas of the economist Ernesto
Sirolli on propagating local economic development (Sirolli
2012), the Scottish government showed its willingness to
test this approach. As a consequence, a community panel
was formed in the Perth and Kinross Region. This panel
worked out an initial development strategy by applying
a bottom-up approach. However, it also appeared to be cru-
cial to hire a full-time project manager in order to guide
further administrative processes.

Still, the development of GrowBiz has always been ac-
companied by a board of directors working on a volun-
tary basis. Amongst other activities, they are involved in
the mentoring programme and provide knowledge transfer.
Generally, these board members (e.g. a former employee of
Scottish Enterprise (Scotland’s national economic develop-
ment agency) bring along a great deal of prior knowledge
with regard to the different areas of GrowBiz’ activities,
especially due to their own experience of self-employment.
In the interviews, these volunteers were characterised as
highly motivated, committed and passionate about their
work. Furthermore, it was stated that they wished to re-
turn something to the region’s people while contributing
to its sustainable economic development. It is particularly
this outstanding commitment of volunteers within the peer-
to-peer support and mentoring programme that makes the
GrowBiz approach unique. The peer-to-peer support enables
individual counselling and effective learning. Mentors also
design and organise the learning sessions. “And I think be-
cause you’re not getting paid there’s no problem about say-
ing also somebody else is in better place to help you with
that. Because it’s not about losing clients, financial clients.
It’s just about helping somebody and giving them the right
level of knowledge” [IP-12].

Additionally, an essential role was attributed to the
project leader of GrowBiz, who was described by all inter-
viewed partners as highly committed and full of passion for
the project’s aims. When entering the project, this project
leader brought in prior knowledge that is regarded as hav-
ing been crucial for the subsequent development of the
project strategy and the acquisition of funding. Besides,
her leadership was described as inclusive and empowering,
achieving the effective involvement of the whole team.
Also, it was stated that within GrowBiz, efforts are made
to induct junior leadership and to share responsibilities
equally.

Besides voluntary commitment, the GrowBiz team con-
sists of 20 to 25 persons with freelance contracts. This
means that, although they work for GrowBiz, all staff mem-
bers are self-employed and thus may incorporate this expe-
rience directly into the organisation’s work.

Another human resource is found with local politicians,

who have been committed to the successful implementa-
tion of GrowBiz at political levels. Here, personal connec-
tions to individual politicians of the Scottish government
were described as relevant for raising their awareness about/
appreciation of the country’s rural communities.

6.2 Financial resources

Akademi Norr’s financial resources range from municipal
to national to international funds. Funds from the Swedish
government financed the initial technical equipment of the
learning centres. However, the technical transferability of
learning sequences was only possible due to the earlier
expansion of broadband infrastructure, funded by the Eu-
ropean Union since the beginning of the 1990s. The mu-
nicipalities are responsible for the day-to-day operation of
the learning centres and hence finance both staff and the
building infrastructure. Furthermore, in line with their re-
spective number of inhabitants, they pay contributions to the
strategic work of Akademi Norr. Still, municipal financial re-
sources are limited, and decisions about funding are shaped
by political priorities. “Every municipality will pay a fee to
Akademi Norr for running things and to get things back. So
there is always a discussion about money. Of course” [IP-
4].

The interviewees attested Akademi Norr to have the abil-
ity to successfully navigate between funding opportunities.
To date, the Akademi Norr’s working team largely depends
on the funding they obtain. Therefore, further fundraising
appears necessary in order to promote future developments
of the Akademi Norr beyond its current daily business.

The financial foundation of the GrowBiz project is de-
scribed as diverse, as a “cocktail of financial resources”
[IP-9]. During the establishment phase, the Scottish govern-
ment provided initial funding in form of a challenge fund (a
form of market and incentive-based financing facility). In
the subsequent years, funding for further development was
obtained from the European LEADER funding programme.
This funding enabled a significant increase in staff at Grow-
Biz. The GrowBiz’ concept of hiring self-employed people
also promotes relative financial independence, as the scope
of the working contracts may be broadened or reduced, de-
pending on the current availability of financial resources.
“One of the core things like how GrowBiz works is that
GrowBiz doesn’t have any employees [...]. Most of these
contractors are employed in short-term contracts and what
this does is it gives us flexibility in many different ways.
[...] we don’t have the financial burden of having long-term
employees” [IP-11].

GrowBiz relies on a flexible development strategy that
allows the organisation to adapt to different funding crite-
ria on the one hand, while on the other also taking into
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account long-term developments. That means any adjust-
ments to funding guidelines in order to raise financial re-
sources may not be at the expense of the organisation’s
long-term sustainability. GrowBiz is not structured to rely
on mainstream funding, however, the need to continuously
acquire new funding sources was also evaluated as positive,
as it has led to dynamic and innovative developments of the
organisation itself.

Today, the main sources of funding are grants from the
Scottish government, local authorities, institutions such as
the Cairngorms National Park, regeneration funds (related
to Covid-19), local foundations and trusts. In addition, in
the coming years, further focus is intended to be put on new
funding sources such as private sponsorship from compa-
nies.

6.3 Material resources

The successful establishment of Akademi Norr has been
fostered by public relations materials, including flyers, wel-
come letters, newspaper articles, the website and an in-
creased social media presence. During the early years of
Akademi Norr, necessary software was developed and pur-
chased with the help of cooperating universities. Today, it
is particularly the online study programmes provided by
these universities that are adopted. Sector-specific designs,
for example in the medical sector, are developed in cooper-
ation with private education providers. Study materials are
provided by the municipalities.

Overall, the crucial material resource of Akademi Norr
consists of the infrastructure and design of its learning cen-
tres. This includes, on the one hand, technical equipment
(workstations, PCs, printers, screens, etc.), which is a pre-
requisite for distance learning, and, on the other, physical
rooms that enable in-person meetings of students. As the
learning centres are linked to existing structures (includ-
ing both buildings and their administration) such as e.g.
the business development department, these local material
resources can be used more efficiently.

In relation to the other resource types, the material re-
sources that have contributed to the successful establish-
ment of GrowBiz play a minor role. Since many of the staff
are able to work from their home offices, there is no need for
large office premises. Since the beginning of the Covid-19
pandemic, learning and training opportunities have almost
exclusively taken place online. Usually, the platform Zoom
has been used for that purpose. Networking events and face-
to-face workshops are held at the premises of self-employed
GrowBiz network members, so that changing venues and in-
expensive premises appear to be always available. The de-
centralised GrowBiz model is thus made possible by both

changing and flexible on-site locations, and a broad use of
online offers.

For internal teamwork, the use of online platforms has
proven to be particularly useful with, for example, an “on-
line community room” where news can be exchanged. Fi-
nally, through its website but also with the support of local
newspapers, GrowBiz apparently has been able to achieve
highly transparent public relations, which was evaluated as
important for the organisation’s success.

6.4 Organisational resources

The way in which Akademi Norr is organised across admin-
istrative boundaries initially represented an innovative form
of professional cooperation. This joint educational strategy
arose from the vision of linking the strengths of several
municipalities in order to achieve better results for the re-
gional landscapes of tertiary education. Within this strat-
egy, Akademi Norr provides the anchor point for all further
cooperations with companies, universities and private edu-
cation providers. Thereby, its project manager appears to
be a leading force for broadening networks and establish-
ing new partnerships with municipalities beyond the cur-
rent associations. “He has created a much bigger coopera-
tion between different organisations. He is communicating
Akademi Norr in a different way than they did before. Both
via their webpage and also just him meeting and talking to
people” [IP-3].

Weekly meetings are held between the head and the team
of Akademi Norr. Additionally, monthly, the staff of the
learning centres may contribute their ideas and wishes, and
every second month the steering group comes together for
strategic planning. In this way, a transparent and clear vi-
sion of future developments may be built and shared by all
participants. At the same time, each learning centre may
define individual priorities according to local needs. This
promotes a better congruence between educational supply
and demand, while at the same time requiring greater organ-
isational efforts when cross-community education projects
are to be designed. Finally, the close exchange with univer-
sities allows newly enrolled students to be informed about
the learning opportunities at Akademi Norr.

The organisational core of GrowBiz lies in its strong
bottom-up approach that involves the integration of local
knowledge, and during the beginning of the organisation’s
development the advisory community panel held monthly
meetings. The voluntary board members meet six times
per year. The board particularly monitors GrowBiz’ long-
term strategy and does risk evaluation and management.
The self-employed staff is responsible for issues of the daily
business. Regular team meetings and the writing of monthly
activity reports contribute to internal communication and
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to transparency. “There are always team meetings, there are
always points to feedback and to improve something and I
think that’s what kind of helps us innovate and adapt. [...]
We write monthly reports that go out to the whole team
so everyone has an idea of what everyone’s been up to and
what’s been achieved which I think is pretty useful” [IP-
13].

Additionally, GrowBiz has access to a strong structural
network. For example, the head of GrowBiz is also the chair
of the LEADER Local Action Group in Perth and Kinross,
which has enabled her to have up-to-date insights into the
funding landscape. Furthermore, she is an ambassador for
the rural economy within the Scottish government and thus
also involved in political processes. Although at the time
of its foundation GrowBiz focused primarily on the admin-
istrative area of Perth and Kinross, its operative scope has
expanded to the national level since 2017. On the organ-
isational level, this development needed to go along with
the simultaneous expansion of distance learning services,
which has challenged GrowBiz’ ambition of maintaining its
local community spirit.

The co-location of resources in the two analysed projects
is shown in Figure 2 in summary.

Figure 2 Resources in the two analysed projects

7 Discussion
This comparative case study on two post-school education
projects in Scotland and Sweden has – in combination with
our analytical framework – made it possible to provide
a structured understanding of how local actors co-locate lo-
cal resources in order to provide services of general interest
in a rural depopulating context over time.

For both projects, the provision and long-term safeguard-
ing of the human resources studied was of particular impor-
tance. Several aspects are at stake here. Central is the role of
a professional project leader who identifies strongly with the
project’s goals and is committed to its success. Such a leader
seems almost indispensable for the management of future
administrative processes. Equally important can be the com-
mitment of volunteers, be it as idea generators, project ini-
tiators or supporters such as board members. Bottom-up
approaches, in particular, rely heavily on the voluntary com-
mitment of people who are willing to get involved and offer
their time and knowledge, even over longer periods. In re-
sponse, volunteers demand recognition and appreciation.
Also worth mentioning is the significant role of local and
regional politicians, e.g. mayors or local councillors of the
participating municipalities, who can act as promoters and
ambassadors of a project. The importance of charismatic
“leaders” has been shown for many rural networks, although
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this also implies that there is a risk that they may become
too dominant (Mose/Jacuniak-Suda/Fiedler 2014). The use
of human resources in education projects is shown to be pa-
rticularly worthwhile, as in turn new human resources are
generated in terms of labour-market-oriented qualifications
for rural regions (Hamm/Koschatzky 2020: 35). Through
the coordination and facilitation work of Akademi Norr,
a new network of municipal business offices, industry or-
ganisations and the regions of Västerbotten and Norrbotten
has been established, which helps to define the future qual-
ification needs of skilled workers and thus contributes to
the establishment of future education programmes. Success-
fully attracting and retaining skilled workers is often a chal-
lenge in rural areas. Constant changes in labour market de-
mands exacerbate this, while also pointing to the increas-
ing importance of lifelong learning opportunities (Tent/
Brad/Klöden et al. 2021). The opportunity to learn locally
needed skills is seen as equally important (Jonda 2009). At
the same time, the provision of higher education and voca-
tional training is regarded as an important factor for regional
economic prosperity (Batterbury/Hill 2005: 38–40; Arbo/
Benneworth 2007: 15; Kwiek 2012: 78–79). By absorbing
external knowledge and bringing it into the region, insti-
tutions such as universities can promote local innovation
(Peer/Penker 2016). The siting of educational institutions
in rural areas is therefore considered a decisive location
factor for regional development (Hamm/Koschatzky 2020;
Tent/Brad/Klöden et al. 2021).

Equally important is the provision of funding. The anal-
yses of the projects studied show that mixed funding ap-
proaches seem to be a common and recommendable prac-
tice. Municipalities (as the geographical location of the
projects) are usually not in a position to provide funding
on a large scale, but rural development programmes at gov-
ernment level can often offer suitable funding opportunities.
In addition, European programmes such as LEADER can
provide additional funding, even if it is limited in duration.
Particular attention should also be paid to new sources of
funding, including private sponsorship from companies ex-
pressing interest in a particular project. As the GrowBiz
project has shown, sponsors themselves were able to ben-
efit from the project’s activities. In the case of Akademi
Norr, companies expressly participate with the aim of ac-
quiring new skilled workers. Furthermore, extracurricular
education seems to be an area of activity that is recognised
and valued because it also benefits the local economy. This
is illustrated by the way in which the use of funding can
in turn release new financial resources in rural regions. A
study on the efficiency of the decentralised University of the
Highlands and Islands shows these effects for the Scottish
context, revealing that 3,100 staff members and over 38,000
students generate over £560 million in gross value added

(in 2019) for the region and support over local 6,200 jobs
(Biggar Economics 2020: 63). According to calculations,
around 86% of the university’s gross value added remains
in the Highlands and Islands, resulting in a multiplier ef-
fect of around £4 for every £1 received (Biggar Economics
2020: 65). Kratz and Lenz (2015) showed in their study in
the German context that the value added by universities in
rural regions is significantly stronger than in metropolitan
regions. Smaller educational initiatives, such as the Grow-
Biz and Akademi Norr projects studied in this paper, can
also have an impact on regional development. The impor-
tance of GrowBiz for regional development is also reflected
in the proportion of small and medium-sized enterprises in
rural areas. This is three times higher in rural areas (36%)
than in the rest of Scotland (13%) (Scottish Government
2021: 51). In a study by Steiner and Atterton (2014), the
contribution of these rural businesses to the resilience of
rural communities was also demonstrated. This is also re-
flected in the close links with the local LEADER region in
the case of GrowBiz and the cooperation with Region 10
(regional development association of ten of the 13 munici-
palities represented; see also IP 6 in Table 1) in the case of
the Swedish Akademi Norr.

The use of material resources plays a subordinate role.
The provision of infrastructure, such as premises, may be
relevant, but experience, especially after the Corona pan-
demic, has shown that more and more employees are will-
ing to (also) work from home offices, which is especially
important in rural regions with long distances and a wide
geographical distribution of people. Decentralised, but at
the same time digitally and personally networked, rural ed-
ucational institutions (e.g. the UHI; Mose 2022: 47–48) or
the generally advanced use of digital methods in education
(Rennie/Greller/Mackay 2002; Rennie 2003) represent ex-
emplary approaches to overcoming traditional educational
barriers in peripheral regions.

In terms of organisational resources, cross-border cooper-
ation is crucial for projects with a decentralised character.
It will most likely provide a greater pool of experiences
and ideas to be shared, and forms of cooperative action will
result in greater political visibility and strength. In addi-
tion, joint strategies in post-school education can offer the
possibility to combine different (financial) resources that
would otherwise remain separate and not be taken into ac-
count. With the gradual expansion of a project’s geograph-
ical catchment area, the possibilities for distance learning
must also be expanded. This, however, also requires the
thorough exploitation of the possibilities opened up by dig-
italisation. The provision of digital access is of central im-
portance both for internal project communication and for
the expansion of educational cooperation (Dauser/Fischer/
Lorenz et al. 2021).
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In summary, the two examples from Sweden and Scot-
land offer valuable insights into how to identify, develop
and safeguard various resources that are crucial for success-
ful project initiatives. In terms of transferability, most of
the findings seem applicable to the situation in peripheral
and less densely populated rural areas with shrinking pop-
ulations all across Europe.

The findings of our research are of both scientific and
political interest since there is general agreement – in re-
search as well as among local and regional development
actors – that educational institutions are important for re-
gional development. Several voices stress that these institu-
tions contribute to economic development through training
and qualification opportunities (Highlands and Islands En-
terprise 2018), and that educational opportunities as well
as job prospects are the main motives for (young) adults to
leave rural areas and move to urban centres (Boström/Dalin
2018). A 2018 report on young people in the Highlands
and Islands showed that more young people want to stay
in the region and find improved educational and job con-
ditions. An expert (IP-7) also reported that a lot of young
people want to stay in the northern municipalities of Swe-
den. While young Scots are more positive about the image
of the Highlands and Islands (Highlands and Islands En-
terprise 2018), young Swedes still feel pressured to justify
their decision to stay (Hjort 2023). In other studies, peo-
ple beyond the age of 30 who are willing to settle in rural
regions are referred to as being dependent on further edu-
cation and retraining offers in order to be able to open up
new professional perspectives locally (e.g. IP-4 and IP-13).
Moreover, it is widely acknowledged that institutions such
as universities and colleges bring new knowledge to a region
and, together with local businesses, can stimulate new inno-
vations (Peer/Penker 2016). Still, post-school education has
been highly centralised in many European countries over
the past decades, often resulting in highly unequal access
to education. In contrast, the decentralised models for post-
school education analysed here offer interesting insights
into establishing new ways to maintain crucial infrastruc-
ture for services of general interest. Against this backdrop,
the experiences from Akademi Norr and GrowBiz on how
local resources can be co-created by local actors over time
to safeguard educational services in a rural depopulating
context is of great interest. Our results indicate that the use
of human resources in the field of coordination and strate-
gic planning can lead to a breaking down of traditional
structures. For the maintenance and redesign of post-school
educational opportunities in rural regions, it is therefore ad-
visable to invest some of the limited financial resources in
human resources, as this can bring about strong changes
towards a more efficient design of organisational structural
resources.

The analytical framework employed has helped provide
a more structured understanding of how local actors co-lo-
cate local resources in order to provide services of general
interest. Yet, it should be noted that the framework provided
by Syssner and Meijer (2017) stresses that resources must be
understood as being relational, contextual and situational.
In short, this implies that whether something is regarded
a resource – may it be in human, financial, material or or-
ganisational terms – is due to the context and the situation.
It also implies that resources emerge in relations between
actors and in response to specific needs. Accordingly, nei-
ther Akademi Norr nor GrowBiz provide a one-size-fits-all
solution for how to provide services of general interest in
depopulating rural areas. Still, the cases provide valuable
examples on how educational institutions can emerge and
survive in settings with limited resources.

8 Conclusion
Given the shrinking societies in Europe, new strategies are
needed to maintain services of general interest. Post-school
educational opportunities play a central role in this. They
train skilled workers locally, offer entrepreneurs personnel
prospects for the future and, finally, also contribute to the
innovative regional development of the entire region.

Interestingly, it turns out that human resources are pa-
rticularly important. Ironically, this resource is often rare in
sparsely populated regions, however, the projects also show
the significance of the strong networking of the project lead-
ers and the close cooperation of the actors. Also striking is
the strong identification with the task and the high intrin-
sic motivation of those involved. It is therefore evident that
communication and networking among education actors in
particular must be promoted. A high level of appreciation
for voluntary commitment must be ensured as the number
of inhabitants decreases. A great opportunity for sparsely
populated regions is also the increasing decentralisation of
the world of work. Thus, the two examples of GrowBiz and
Akademi Norr demonstrate that educational personnel can
live nationwide and still provide high quality education lo-
cally. In conclusion, when establishing education projects,
the financial resources available should be invested much
more in the promotion of personnel and networking oppor-
tunities than in the infrastructure of buildings.

Against the background of shrinking rural regions, the
findings from the two case studies are also relevant for the
German context. Many communities in structurally weak
areas remote from agglomerations have lost up to a fifth of
their inhabitants in just over a quarter of a century. Statisti-
cal forecasts on the development of the workforce assume
that the spatial concentration process affecting the labour
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force will continue until 2040 under the influence of demo-
graphic change (Maretzke/Hoymann/Schlömer et al. 2021).

The case studies analysed here provided valuable infor-
mation on the implementation of educational projects in set-
tings with limited resources. Subsequent research projects
could therefore look in detail at their transferability to Ger-
many (and likewise other countries) to increase understand-
ing further. In this context, it will be of crucial importance
to record the available resources in rural communities in
Germany and to analyse their distribution based on the for-
eign case studies, before finally linking them efficiently with
each other.

The establishment of education providers can ultimately
lead to a turning point in the local quality of life and open
up new perspectives for rural areas. Against the backdrop
of the demographic forecasts, many regions across Europe
will have to use the limited resources in a well-considered
way and adopt new approaches to maintaining services of
general interest.
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