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Introduction

At the beginning, I want to sketch out how the idea of this paper developed within 
ARL Summer School 2017. As the paper builds upon reflections of my PhD thesis, I 
start with a brief overview of my thesis.

My thesis deals with economic development in peripheralized small-sized cities 
in Austria. From a regional economic perspective, these cities are facing selective out-
migration, a loss of skilled workers, unemployment as well as declining municipal tax 
revenues (giFFinger and kramar 2012). These processes lead to a paradoxical situation 
for the municipalities. On the one hand, the pressure to act and to activate local potential 
becomes higher, on the other hand, there are only few financial and human resources left 
in the region. Furthermore, financial dependencies on superior political decision-makers 
and institutions limit the scope of action.

Given this situation, my thesis focuses on the local governance processes 
surrounding the economic development of peripheralized small-sized cities. Based on 
an explanatory research design, my aim is to analyse economic development processes 
from a relational perspective by focusing on public and private stakeholders and their 
interactions. Who are the decisive actors for economic development? What scope of 
action do they have in dealing with economic decline? These are the questions of my 
thesis, and I argue that actors, cooperations and networks on a local level are crucial for 
dealing with economic challenges in rural areas.

Based on this understanding that local actors and networks gain more importance 
in peripheralized areas, I wondered if the concept of social innovation could be a 
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possibility for cities and regions for dealing with shrinkage. In peripheralized cities 
undergoing social and economic transitions, one might assume that there is a need for a 
“new combination and/or new configuration of social practices […] with the goal of better 
satisfying or answering needs and problems than is possible on the basis of established 
practices”, as howaldt and schwarz (2010a, p. 26) describe social innovation. Having 
been able to take part in the ARL Summer School 2017, thus, was an excellent opportunity 
to learn more about the concept and its meaning for regional development.

The aim of this paper is, to reflect critically on the potentials of social innovation 
for peripheralized regions and cities. Therefore, the following section initially outlines 
the multidimensional and relational concept of peripheralization. Section 3 discusses the 
social innovation in peripheries from a process-oriented perspective. To illustrate these 
theoretical considerations, a social innovation project in Austria is presented in section 
4. Finally, section 5 provides some conclusions.

The concept of peripheralization – how peripheries are 
socially produced

Socio-economic inequalities have become increasingly apparent on different spatial 
scales in Europe. Processes of economic decline and out-migration raise disparities 
from a national, but also from a regional perspective (euroPean commission 2014). 
kühn (2015) explains these processes with the term peripheralization. This theoretical 
approach describes the development of peripheries: Peripheries are no longer only 
spatially determined, but emerge through dynamic and socio-spatial processes (coPus 
2001, keim 2006, kühn and weck 2013). According to kühn (2015) peripheralization 
can be understood as the production of peripheries through social relations and their 
spatial implications.

The concept of peripheralization is multidimensional as it starts from three 
theoretical perspectives: economic polarization, social inequality and political power. 
Following up on this, the process of peripheralization considers social, economic, 
political and communicative dimensions. From a social perspective, peripheralized 
areas are facing selective out-migration and ageing. Furthermore, rural areas have been 
often mono-industrially oriented and are thus strongly affected by deindustrialization 
processes and increasing unemployment rates. The political perspective points out to the 
limited scope of action by local actors due to a lack of power in superior decision-making 
processes and financial cutbacks. As municipal tax revenues and financial resources drop 
drastically in these areas, there are growing difficulties to maintain local infrastructures. 
Among these, peripheralized areas suffer often from two-fold stigmatization process: 
an internal process by the residents themselves; and an external process, for instance, 
driven by media or press (Beetz et al. 2008, keim 2006).
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It is important to emphasize that these developments can have a self-reinforcing 
dynamic, but do not necessarily cause a general downward spiral in the affected cities 
and municipalities (kühn 2015). Peripheralization offers also economic and social 
opportunities, rather than simply creating societal problems. Therefore, the concept 
points to possibilities of “de-peripheralization”, in which municipalities manage to 
overcome innovation weakness and economic and political dependencies (köhler 2012). 
In this context, many authors (e.g. troeger-weiss 2008, weck and Beisswenger 2014) 
highlight the importance of negotiation and cooperation processes in local governance 
arrangements.

However, so far the debates on coping strategies for shrinking regions have 
primarily focused on technological innovations and redefining top-down planning 
standards (Beetz et al. 2008). Forms of participation and civil society mobilization 
are still underrepresented aspects in the discourse. I argue that innovation, defined as 
a social process that highly depends on regional or local cooperation and networks, 
should receive more attention from scientists and policy-makers. Mutual learning and 
communication between local actors of politics, economy and civil society are decisive 
factors for activating endogenous potentials (tödtling 2010) and dealing successfully 
with peripheralization processes.

The process of social innovation in peripheralized regions 
and cities

A process-oriented definition of social innovation

Although many authors agree that social innovation opens new perspectives for 
regional development (moulaert and mehmood 2011), little attention has been paid 
to social innovation and its underlying mechanisms in regional research (neumeier 
2012). Against the background of regional development, I follow a process-oriented 
definition (grimm et al. 2013). Among others, howaldt and schwarz (2010b) take a 
process-oriented perspective and outline the relevance of actors and actor networks for 
the solution of problems:

 “A social innovation is new combination and/or new configuration of social 
practices in certain areas of action or social contexts prompted by certain actors or 
constellations of actors in an intentional targeted manner with the goal of better satisfying 
or answering needs and problems than is possible on the basis of established practices.” 
(howaldt and schwarz 2010a: 18)

neumeier also draws on an actor-based definition and states that social innovations 
are “changes of attitudes, behaviour or perceptions of a group of people joined in a 
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network of aligned interests that, in relation to the group’s horizon of experiences, lead to 
new and improved ways of collaborative action within the group and beyond.” (2012, p. 
15) According to neumeier (2012), in terms of regional development improvements can 
occur in the field of economic performance, living conditions or public good. He further 
stresses that social innovation is not only about meeting social needs, but also about 
asset building and community development in general (neumeier 2017). Considering a 
long-term perspective in context of de-peripheralization processes, this is an important 
insight.

Furthermore, neumeier (2012) suggests a process model (see Fig. 1) that includes 
three stages of social innovation:

Problematization: At this stage, a single actor or a group of actors identify a  ●
problem and articulate a desire for change or a social need. The impetus triggering 
this perception can be internal or external. The awareness leads to a formation of 
a group of actors trying to find a solution for the defined need.

Expression of interest: The initiators make the idea public. If the idea satisfies  ●
other actors, these actors begin to join the core group and adopt the idea.

Delineation and co-ordination: The actor network with a common interest  ●
negotiates the collaborative actions. Mutual learning processes take place and 
the new action is formed incrementally. If a critical number of actors accept the 
new form of collaborative action, the social innovation has been successfully 
implemented.

This model demonstrates that the process of social innovation is an important 
outcome of the innovation itself. As social innovation is not purely target-oriented, 
participation, cooperation and interaction are inseparable from the social innovation 
process (grimm et al. 2013). 

Social innovation in the periphery: Social needs, potentials and 
barriers

The previous definition of howaldt and schwarz (2010a) showed that social 
innovation aims on “better satisfying or answering needs and problems”. However, what 
society recognizes as social need is context specific and the result of societal negotiation 
processes between different groups of actors. As outlined in section 2, peripheralized 
areas are facing challenging demographic and economic developments. Derived from 
these developments, the table below lists social needs that require special attention in 
peripheralized areas.
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Figure 1: Process of social innovation, neumeier 2017: 36
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Table 1: Challenges by peripheralization and evolving social needs

Dimensions Challenges of peripheralization Social needs

Social

(Selective) out-migration and ageing
Decoupling of social and technical 
infrastructures
Stigmatization through internal/
external processes

Participation (e.g. of older people)
Social services (health, education, 
childcare, long-term services), 
mobility 
Individual and collective self-
awareness

Economic Decline of employment 
(deindustrialization) Security of employment, identity

Political

Dependency from government 
transfers
Dependency from external decision-
makers

Self-determination and empowerment

Traditional strategies of regional development are often considered as insufficient 
or inadequate in terms of meeting social needs in the periphery. At grassroots level, 
citizens can target social needs in a new way by creating personalized and flexible 
solutions. Demographic change, economic transformation and political dependencies 
lead to changing social needs that require creative approaches.

As shown, there is a need for social innovation in the periphery. But what 
can promote or hamper social innovation in the periphery? Aside from the general 
willingness to meet social needs, the social capital of actors has been identified as a 
key to innovation (grimm et al. 2013). In terms of quantity, one must admit that it is 
easier for urban agglomerations or metropolitan areas to reach the critical mass of 
actors required to encourage social innovation. However, social proximity, for instance, 
can have the positive effect for creating social capital and enabling social innovation 
in rural communities. Boschma (2005) argues that social proximity based on trust in 
friendship or kinship encourages a social and open attitude of communication between 
actors. howaldt and schwarz (2010b) consider the exchange of explicit and implicit 
knowledge in social networks crucial for the success of social innovation. A strong 
community awareness based on networking and trust can thus trigger social innovation 
processes (Boschma 2005).

However, a critical issue concerning the implementation of social innovation 
in peripheralized areas is the lack of financial resources. When individuals or a small 
group of people come up with new ideas, bigger organizational and financial support 
will be needed to realize the project. A well-known EU-program is LEADER, which 
supports rural development projects initiated at the local level (Bosworth et al. 2016). 
Although programs from superior levels that support bottom-up approaches in regional 
development do exist, there is a need to expand external support, which addresses the 
different character of regions.
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To illustrate participation and innovation processes against the background of 
peripheralization, section 4 provides a case example of social innovation in a small-sized 
city in Austria. As the focus lies on the participation process, the model of neumeier 
(2012) provides the conceptual framework for the following case study.

Social innovation in an old-industrial town in Austria

Economic and demographic development of Eisenerz

Former industrial regions experiencing structural change are the dominating type 
of shrinking areas in Austria. In these regions, small-sized cities are important centers 
of public administration, education and labour. The small-sized city of Eisenerz (about 
4.200 residents) is a representative example of areas affected by deindustrialization in 
the last century. Located in the mountains of Upper Styria, the city’s economy was 
largely based on the extraction of iron from the Erzberg. Related to the structural change 
in the second half of the 20th century, Eisenerz’s economic base was undermined. The 
unemployment rate increased and the old industrial town lost two thirds of its population 
over the last three decades (statistics austria 2017). Due to the overlap of selective 
out-migration of young people and a decreasing fertility rate, Eisenerz has one of the 
oldest populations in Austria to date. 

Figure 2: New paths for old industrial towns through social innovation? Eisenerz, 
Upper Styria, author’s photo, 2014
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The “Rostfest” – Social innovation in Eisenerz

The old industrial town did not give in to fate, but decided to cope actively with 
shrinkage by implementing the strategic planning concept “re-design Eisenerz 2021” in 
the year 2006 (re-design eisenerz 2021). In addition, a small group of actors involved 
in the process of “re-design Eisenerz 2021” developed the idea of a non-profit festival 
for music and the arts in Eisenerz, the “Rostfest”1. Supported by a local arts initiative the 
socio-cultural festival first took place in the year 2012. Based on the initiators’ experience 
and knowledge about the situation in Eisenerz, the festival faces the challenges of 
shrinkage in a creative but also sustainable way. The aim of the annual festival is, to 
develop alternative forms of economy and social life in shrinking regions in a small-
scaled, integrative and participatory process (rostfest.at; netzwerk-land.at).

The festival draws on a large network of public and private actors. Contrary to 
traditional forms of participation, residents are directly involved in activities concerning 
the organization and realization of the Rostfest. The implementation is largely based 
on the commitment of local and regional volunteers (“helping hands”). Moreover, the 
Rostfest cooperates with research institutes to discuss perspectives of shrinking regions 
in a broader context and to create spin-off effects. As there is no admission fee, the 
festival depends on funding from national, regional and local public authorities and 
organisations. The LEADER Region “Steierische Eisenstrasse”, for instance, is an 
important stakeholder and provides a large part of the financial resources. Additionally, 
private local and regional enterprises support the festival with donations, and the 
Rostfest draws on crowd funding: People can purchase “Rostanteile” to support the 
festival (rostfest.at; netzwerk-land.at).

Culture is a central aspect of the festival, and a broad range of exhibitions, concerts 
and performances take place throughout the city. The festival focuses on reusing vacant 
properties and valuing them as resources. For instance, vacant ground floors in the 
inner city serve as locations for events during the Rostfest. About 60 years ago, 4.000 
residents lived in the former worker’s housing estate “Münichtalsiedlung”, which 
today is mostly abandoned. During the festival the vacant apartments are re-used for 
“urban camping”. The alternative “campsite” provides not only accommodation space 
for the festival visitors, but also space for laboratories and experimental workshops 
with different actors (external and residents) that deal with alternative forms of housing 
(rostfest.at). Additionally, the festival website aims at raising public awareness of the 
city and the festival, for instance, by offering the opportunity to create individual digital 
postcards (see Fig. 3).

The festival targets the social needs of peripheralized areas in a multifaceted way. 
Due to its integrative form, the festival is a novelty in its spatial context. Following the 
above mentioned definition, the festival can be classified as a social innovation. The
1 The name of the festival refers to the long history of steel production and the associated 
“rust”.
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Figure 3: Digital postcard “Rostkarte” of Rostfest 2016, rostfest.at

idea of a socio-cultural festival bridges social and economic aims and inspires new 
entrepreneurship. The Rostfest also shifts the attention to demographic challenges and 
encourages interaction between the elderly population of Eisenerz and young festival 
visitors. Furthermore, it addresses processes of external and internal stigmatization 
under which Eisenerz has suffered for many decades. Through visitors and the media, 
a positive image of Eisenerz is conveyed across the region’s boundaries, which also 
influences the self-perception of the residents positively. Nevertheless, critics might 
claim that the festival only bears short-term effects. But on the contrary, sustainability 
is a central element of the festival, and changes in attitude toward shrinking regions 
and the sustainable empowerment of local residents are central concerns of the festival 
team.

The Rostfest can be positively identified as bottom-up project. The social capital 
and the engagement of the civil society as well as the network of the organisation team 
are decisive for the successful implementation of this social innovation. What becomes 
obvious is how important the financial support from public and private actors are for 
social innovation projects in peripheralized areas. However, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to receive public funding for bottom-up projects in peripheral regions (rostfest.
at).



114 Stefanie Döringer

Social innovation as a key to “de-peripheralization”?

The social innovation concept seems to be a fruitful alternative approach for 
regional development and can be considered an important contribution for dealing 
with peripheralization processes. The concept sheds light on the social capital of 
peripheries and shows that the local and regional actors are not powerless when faced 
with peripheralization. As shown in the case study, social innovation can enhance the 
quality of life for citizens in peripheralized areas. In the long-term, social innovation 
supports the sustainable empowerment and the capacity building of individual citizens. 
These are both important resources for coping with emerging challenges in the future. 
Furthermore, the participation of individual citizens in regional development provides 
a necessary basis for policy-makers to develop flexible approaches tailored to their 
localities. 

By fostering engagement and participation, social innovation ushers the 
responsibility into the field of civil society. Against the background of increasing spatial 
disparities, traditional practices of regional development, based mainly on public actors, 
can no longer sufficiently cope with present-day challenges. Empowerment of citizens 
has therefore become particularly attractive when confronting the growing and diverse 
needs of society. However, the engagement of the third sector is not the solution of a 
neo-liberal agenda that transfers the public obligations to the individual citizens. The 
public sector has an important role to play in social innovation processes by providing 
financial and institutional incentives and by removing barriers that are in the way of a 
successful implementation of social innovation.

As mentioned in the beginning, my explorative PhD thesis focuses on public and 
private actors in economic development against the background of shrinkage. The concept 
of social innovation helped me extend my research perspective by shedding light on the 
importance of bottom-up approaches and the role of individual citizens for regional 
development. Although I do not explicitly focus on social innovation in my thesis, I am 
convinced that the concept plays a key role for the regional development of peripheralized 
areas in the future. As social innovation in the periphery is still underrepresented in 
research, more theoretical and empirical work is needed to understand how societal 
processes of change can emerge in regional development. Finally, it is necessary to 
deepen the scientific debate in order to shape policy measures that adequately support 
bottom-up initiatives.
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