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1. Introduction

This study paper provides 15 best practice examples from the five partner countries Finland,
Iceland, Ireland, Norway and Sweden who are participating in the NPA project "Business
Models Empowering Rural Social Entrepreneurship — voicing the rural norm™ (MERSE) which
runs from 2023 to 2026. The study paper will provide insights from the social entrepreneur’s
own experiences on how it is to run a social enterprise in the rural northern peripheral and arctic
areas. The best practices were collected and compiled by the MERSE project members who has
documented good practice examples from their own regions.

The study paper of best practices aims to give a broad overview of exemplar social enterprises
in a range of different sectors operating in the NPA area.

Each project partner in MERSE has identified and documented a diversity of best practice
examples of successful social enterprises operating in their region based on a common
definition of a successful social enterprise in a rural area as outlined below. The aim was to
ensure comparability between countries to allow learning between social enterprises. However,
the definition should also allow for adequate flexibility to allow for contextual differences
between social enterprises. The information provided has its focus on the social enterprise’s
social mission, general background, target audiences, business model, critical success factors.

2. What is a successful social enterprise?

We measure the success of social enterprises by their sustainability. To discuss this
phenomenon in more detail we have used the three pillars of sustainability — economic, social,
and environmental - which are commonly used, when observing different aspects of
sustainability (Purvis et al., 2019). With economic sustainability, we mean organisations’
capability to survive in the long term. With social sustainability, we mean organisations” impact
on people be they internal stakeholder (owners and employees) or external stakeholders (e.g.,
customers, suppliers, or local communities). With environmental sustainability, we refer to
organisations” impact on the biosphere, i.e., plants and animals.

In the MERSE project, we emphasize the economic and social pillar of sustainability. Economic
sustainability is important because, an organization cannot be considered successful if it’s
business cannot be run in the longer term. Positive impact on local community cannot be
achieved if a social enterprise burns out its seed money and disappears. Social impact is
important because a company can be considered a rural social enterprise only if it has a positive
impact on the local community. While environmental sustainability is also important, it should
not be considered a focal sampling criterion because MERSE focuses on rural areas and not all
environmentally sustainable organisations clearly benefit local communities. For example, a
wind power cooperative that is financed primarily by people outside of rural communities might
be both economically and environmentally sustainable but is not a suitable best practice
example for the MERSE project.
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Below, there are more specific information on how we have evaluated whether an organisation
is a suitable best practice candidate for MERSE. However, there are examples who do not fulfill
all the criteria.

Economic sustainability

The social enterprise should be at least two years old. Many companies perish in the
first years of operations. Thus, if a company has survived for a couple of years, it is a
good proxy of the fact that its business model is economically sustainable. Furthermore,
it is also good if one or two of the best practice examples are much older (e.g., more
than ten years). Long operations show that an organisation is resilient when conditions
change and even in the face of crisis.

The company should ideally have more than one permanent employee and preferably
more than one owner. If the organisation is highly contingent on one person, it’s
economic sustainability is severely hampered if this person moves or falls ill.

The organisation should be active and alive. There might be interesting social
enterprises that have been active for decades but that are dormant at the moment or that
have totally perished. While these are very interesting organisations for our research,
they are not good examples for best practice social enterprises because they cannot
function well as inspirations.

Social sustainability

The social enterprise should ideally have positive social sustainability impacts locally
both regarding its inputs and outputs. Inputs can include, for example, employing local
people or local ethical procurement. Outputs can include important services provided
for the local community or economic surplus being paid to local communities or
citizens.

It is not important to aim for maximum scale in social sustainability. In fact, often social
enterprises remain at a rather small scale because they seldom deliver products and
services that create substantial profits, which in turn would allow scaling up the
operations.

Other sampling criteria

The social enterprises should get part of their money by selling products or services. If
they get all their money through the government or through charity, it is hard to imitate
their business model, which makes them a suboptimal candidate for a best practice
example.



Co-funded by
niterrey n the European Union ' M ERSE

Northern Periphery and Arctic

MERSE study paper: Best Practice Examples in Rural NPA areas

3. The Best Practice Examples

In the study paper the following 15 best practice examples is presented (table 1). The description
of, and links to, the best practice examples can also be found on the MERSE mini website:
https://www.interregnpa.eu/projects/merse/home/

Table 1. Overview of Best Practice Examples

Social Enterprise Website
1 Djupvik central station https://www.sentralst Norway
asjon.no/
2 Eikra Activity Ltd www.eikragard.com  Norway
3 Hysnes Neighbourhood Central www.velferdsbygget. Norway
no/sentralen
4 Maurtuva Growth Farm www.maurtuva.org Norway
5 Made In Medelpad https://madeinmedelp Sweden
ad.se
6 Edsele Interest Association https://www.edsele.se  Sweden
7 RSMH Fjéllsj6 http://www.rsmhfjalls Sweden
jo.se
8 Netagerdin creative Workshops Instagram: netagerdin Iceland
9  Galdrasyning & Strondum https://galdrasyning.i  Iceland
(Museum of Icelandic Sorcery and Witchcraft) s/
10  Skrida www.skridabokautga Iceland
fa.is
11  MacDara Co-operative https://ancheathrurua. Ireland
ie
12 Comharchumann Forbartha lonad Deirbhile visitblacksodlighthou Ireland
se.ie
13 The Aran Islands Co-op Recycling Project https://www.aranislan Ireland
(Athchursail Arann) dsenergycoop.ie

14  Tarjoomo osuuskunta (The Provider cooperative) https://tarjoomo.fi/ Finland
15 Omakyld Vuolenkoski Oy (Own Village http://vuolenkoski.fi/  Finland
Vuolenkoski Ltd.) fi/yrittajat/omakylavu

olenkoskioy


https://www.interregnpa.eu/projects/merse/home/
http://www.ionaddeirbhile.ie/
http://www.ionaddeirbhile.ie/
http://vuolenkoski.fi/fi/yrittajat/omakylavuolenkoskioy
http://vuolenkoski.fi/fi/yrittajat/omakylavuolenkoskioy
http://vuolenkoski.fi/fi/yrittajat/omakylavuolenkoskioy
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4. Social Enterprise Sustainability

As stated initially in this study paper, in MERSE project success is measured by the
sustainability of the social enterprise. That is with economic sustainability, we mean
organisations” capability to survive in the long term. With social sustainability, we mean
organisations” impact on people be they internal stakeholder (owners and employees) or
external stakeholders (e.g., customers, suppliers, or local communities). With environmental
sustainability, we refer to organisations” impact on the biosphere, i.e., plants and animals.

4.1 Best Practice advice for success

As the best practice examples in this study paper show, many of the social enterprises
experience similar challenges in making the business sustainable regardless of the country in
which they operate. The table 2 below display that the main challenge is the financial
insecurity and the lack of finance predictability for most social enterprises. Hence, the
economic sustainability is difficult to achieve and maintain.

About the social sustainability it seems to be knowledge gaps in the general understanding of
the social enterprises business models in the society. However, the best practice examples
included in this study paper that have been active for a longer period appear to have achieved
sustainable impact in the local community through their collaboration and engagement with
the local community. A challenge that seems to exist is that it is difficult to gain social
acceptance for the social enterprises' business models. It seems to be a knowledge gap e.g. in
the public sector about business models whose business idea is to create social value, which is
different from the common business model norm i.e. to create economic value.

In the study paper, there is only one explicit example of best practice regarding environmental
sustainability, although it is implicit in several of the examples. The Irish example has over
the last 25 years worked to provide a waste management and recycling service to the local
community. This social enterprise is a very good example of working successfully to reduce
the negative environmental impact on Earth. The number of years in operation shows that
their services have had a sustainable impact on both the local environment and people's waste
management habits.

Table 2 Best Practice challenges and tips for success

SE Establ.year Social mission Challenges Tips
Employed
Djupvik central 2022 Meeting place To make the Create synergy
station, Norway 1,5 persons business more between organisations.
sustainable. Collaboration.
Use what you have.
Eikra Activity 2009 Training and Living on project Combination of
Ltd, Norway 6 persons employment programs funding with specialized expertise,
for people with reduced | financial insecurity | Practical learning in
work capacity and predictability. safe and supportive
As a private environment,
company be Close collaboration
regarded as welfare | with public sector and
profiteers. agencies,
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Hysnes
Neighbourhood
central, Norway

Martuva Growth
Farm, Norway

Made in
Medelpad,
Sweden

Edsele Interest
Association,
Sweden

RSMH Fjallsjo,
Sweden

Netagerdin
creative
workshop,
Iceland

Museum of
Icelandic Sorcery
and Witchraft,
Iceland

2022
1 person

2012
3 persons

2012
11 persons

1992

1997
15 persons

2023
0 person

2020
3 persons

Meeting place,
contribute to social
sustainable population
and facilitate for
organisations.
Contribute to dignified
and recognized lives for
the dementia
participants at our farm.

Providing a platform to
empower local rural
artisans and foster
sustainable
entrepreneurship to
promote cultural
heritage.

Promote and develop
local business, culture
and environment.

Promote social and
mental health in the
local community.

A cultural and artistic
center in the community,
promoting creativity and
teamwork.

Support information and
research about history of
witchcraft and folklore
in Iceland.

22

Lack of support
from municipality.

As a private
company be
regarded as welfare
profiteers.
Dependence on
project funding
resulting in
financial insecurity
and predictability.

Sustainable income.
Financial stability.
Attract customers
and members.

The dismantling of
community services

Lack of skilled
people.
Generation shift.

Finances.

Acceptance for the
idea.

Dependence on
tourism.

Funding.

Use of external
expertise for
development and
measurement.

Create synergy
between organisations.
Support, collaboration
and mobilization of the
local population.

Stay true to your
passion.

Build networks.

Invite good people to
your vision.
Complementing board
members.

A partner with good
money.

Combined professional
and personal arena.
Perservance.
Self-efficacy.
Inclusive and strong
business model.
Cooperation and
shared responsibility.
Create attractive and
diverse product mix.
Use local recourses
and skills.

Adjust strategies based
on experience and
lessons learned.
Inclusive and engaging
leadership.

Diversified financial
strategy.

Flexible organisation.
Engage local residents
in decisions.

Create a strong
business and
association network.
Flexibility of
cooperative
organisations.

In a cooperative you
share the
responsibility.

A full-time manager.
Local cooperation and
funding.
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Skrida, Iceland

MacDara Co-
operative,
Ireland
Comharchumann
Forbartha lonad
Deirbhile, ireland
The Aran Islands
Co-op Recycling
Project, Ireland

Tarjoomo
osuuskunta,
Finland

Omakyla
Vuolenkoski,
Finland

2019
1 person

2010
3 persons

2019
5 persons

1999
8 persons

2020
1 person

2007
0 person

Open space to enrich the
conversation and interest
in literature in the
countryside and to make
bookmaking sustainable.
To develop economic,
social and cultural
conditions in Carraroe.
To showcase and inspire
people to visit the area.

To provide a waste
management and
recycling service to the
community of the three
Aran Islands.

To support the well-
being of elderly people
living at home.

To foster community and
develop the village by
support to local services
and entrepreneurship.

Funding.
Understanding of
the business idea.

Explain the value
of offered services.
Cooperative’s
heavy and
bureaucratic
organisational
form.

Complex
legislation for
community-based
social
entrepreneurship.

Non-profit
organisations bring
goodwill.

Passion.
Sustainable projects
with good quality.

Community
engagement.

Talk to the people and
keep them notified.
More education about
recycling.

Give cost-effective
service.

Public sector as
customers brings
legitimacy.
Co-develop the
business model with
stakeholders.

Activities are
collective
responsibility.

Keep promises.
Tolerate risk-taking
and tough decisions.
Continuity of
activities.

The social entrepreneurs provide many good tips and advice for becoming a successful social
enterprise. The most important factor for a social enterprise is to include, engage and collaborate
with people and organisations in the local community and to include them in the social
enterprise's decisions and activities. Other advice given is to build networks, to be flexible and
support synergies between organisations and to diversify the funding of the business.
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