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Women's eco-entrepreneurship: a possible pathway towards community resilience?

Abstract: The growing emergence of new enterprises led by women in rural areas can be seen as a
sign of the adaptive capacity at a personal and household level as a response to financial crisis effects. This
study uses quantitative and qualitative methods to explore the elements that go along with this new
entrepreneurship looking at its consistency with local rural development and gender policies in the
mountainous region of the High Catalan Pyrenees (HCP) in Spain. Results indicate that women’s new
entrepreneurship shows several elements which can be associated with a strong social resilience in the HCP.
However, there is a neglected situation regarding the specific territorial needs as a mountainous area. In
addition, the lack of a top priority commitment being given to gender policies at regional level leads to a failure
to eliminate gender divisions, which, in turn, results in a reduction in the transformative power of women’s
livelihood strategies. Conclusions highlight an existing gap between local rural development policies and
gender policies in the region which demonstrates the need for a continued commitment to a practical
application of a transversal approach in the local rural development projects in the region.

Keywords: women’s eco-entrepreneurship, gender and social capital, territorial governance, social
resilience, remote areas renewal.

Eco-emprendimiento de mujeres: ¿un posible camino en resiliencia social?

Resumen: La creciente aparición de nuevas empresas lideradas por mujeres en las zonas rurales se
puede interpretar como un indicativo de la capacidad de adaptación a nivel familiar y personal en respuesta
a los efectos de la crisis financiera. Este estudio utiliza métodos cuantitativos y cualitativos para explorar
los elementos que acompañan a esta nueva iniciativa empresarial atendiendo su coherencia con las políticas
de desarrollo local y rural, y las políticas de género en la región de montaña del Alto Pirineo Catalán
(España). Los resultados indican que estas nuevas iniciativas empresariales de las mujeres muestra varios
elementos que se pueden asociar con una fuerte capacidad de resiliencia social en el Alto Pirineo y Aran.
Sin embargo, hay una situación de negligencia hacia las necesidades territoriales específicas como área de
montaña. Además, la falta de políticas de género a nivel regional con fuerte compromiso no contribuye a
eliminar las divisiones de género que disminuyen el poder de transformación de las estrategias de vida de
las mujeres. Las conclusiones destacan la existencia de un vacío entre las políticas locales de desarrollo rural
y local y las políticas de género en la región, demostrando la necesidad todavía pendiente de que el enfoque
transversal sea asumido en la aplicación práctica de proyectos locales de desarrollo rural en la región.

Palabras clave: eco-emprendimiento de las mujeres, género y el capital social, gobernanza
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Introduction

Specialist literature, both academic and official reports highlights the fact that
new women’s entrepreneurship is primarily an adaptive capacity in response to women’s
lack of employment opportunities, particularly in remote areas (Bock, 2010). It can also
be seen as a result of women’s socio-economic empowerment and as an outcome of
women’s choices towards a more flexible and creative type of employment (Ahl, 2006;
Gorman, 2006; Brush et al., 2009; Anthopoulou, 2010; Bock, 2010). The aim of this
research is to explore the key factors that are intervening in these processes and evaluate
whether they can be identified as indicators of the capacity of community resilience. 

The research is based on the High Catalan Pyrenees (HCP), the highland region of
Catalonia (Spain). This is a peripheral area since the HCP represents 20% of the Catalonian
territory but only 1% of the inhabitants with a population density of 13 inh./Km2 (235.3
in Catalonia)1. In the 20th century the region has deeply modified its socio-economic
structure from a subsistence economy to a services economy (Tulla, 1991; Ventura et al.,
2010; Pallarès-Blanch et al., 2013). In 2013, 77% of workers belonged to the service sector,
58% of them were women (55% in Catalonia)2. The accommodation subsector represents

1• Catalan Institute of Statistics (IDESCAT), 2013.

2• IDESCAT.



19% of gross value added (8% in Catalonia)3. Only 7% of the affiliated belonged to the
agricultural sector (15% in 1991). This deagrarianisation process has been without a
complete industrialization (6% of industry jobs in 2013 versus 18% in 1991)4. Construction
is the second largest sector creating 10% of employment opportunities in 2013 (17% in
2001). This economic structure based on construction and tourist services has provided
higher household incomes per habitant than the average Catalan: €18.4k and €17.4k
respectively (2010) since 20005. It also reversed the negative demographic trends of the
20th century with 1989 seeing a 1% rise in population growth rate, as well as a 3%
increase in the immigration growth rate. Both these indices reached a maximum level of
30% in 20086 before dropping off in subsequent years and becoming negative again in
2011, and 2013, the last year for which statistics are available6. 

Two key underlying factors have to be considered in the renewal of the HCP
region, the ecological capital as the main pool of assets of the region and the gender
roles redefinition and both are closely related to immigration (Pallarès-Blanch et al.,
2014b). Thus, the importance of the region’s ecological capital is reflected well in the
fact that nearly half (47%) of the HCP area (5775.6 hectares) is protected land7. Indeed,
the ecological capital has been fundamental to retaining and attracting people in the
region. As a result, between 1981 and 2011 the population variation rate in the
municipalities included in Protected Natural Areas (PNA) was 34% whereas the variation
rate of population outside the PNA is 17% (Tulla et al., 2014). However, the regional
demographic trend in 2009 was inverted again and by 2013 the demographic growth
rate and the migration growth rate were -17% and -15% respectively8. These figures
may indicate a new demographic recession cycle as a consequence of the 2008 financial
crisis which caused the traditionally low unemployment rate to rise to 20% in the HCP
(19% for women and 20% for men), although this was still lower than the figure of 26%
for the whole of Catalonia (28% for women and 24% for men)9. Within this context,
new women’s entrepreneurship may indicate there is a renewal process emerging as a
new stage of women’s livelihood strategies in remote areas such as the HCP and that it
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3• Enterprise and Employment Observatory (Catalan Government), 2012.

4• Ibid.

5• Gross Disposable Household Income, IDESCAT.

6• IDESCAT.

7• Catalan Law 12/1985, dated 13-06-1985, for natural areas. 

8• IDESCAT.

9• Ibid.



can represent a possible pathway towards community resilience. In fact, from the local
rural development studies, women’s livelihood strategies often come to light behind the
renewal in rural areas if gender differences are taken into account (Goverde et al., 2004;
Bock, 2006; Gorman, 2006; Midgley, 2006; André, 2013). Indeed, women’s livelihood
strategies have been key to the viability of the farm in the HCP (Tulla, 1991), in rural
multifunctionality conversion generating on-farm and off-farm activities embedding
food added-value products or rural tourism during the 1990s (García-Ramón et al.,
1995; Prados, 1999) and more recently, embedding environment and scenic values
(Domínguez et al., 2012).

The paper analyses women’s participation in the new entrepreneurship in HCP
and explores how this fits in with regional development strategies and regional
governance by taking rural studies and gender conceptual backgrounds. The study is
also supported by the theoretical framework of social resilience for its singular approach
based on situations of change. Social resilience also has the sense to integrate the
complexity of the interaction between different systems (Longstaff et al., 2011;
Frankenberger et al., 2013) looking for the right balance between change and
persistence towards possible resilience pathways (Wilson, 2012).

Community resilience, ecological capital 
and governance

At the turn of the 20th century, the social resilience idea emerges as the “ability
of groups or communities to cope with external stresses and disturbances as a result of
social, political and environmental change” (Adger, 2000: 347). The social resilience idea
emerged from the branch of ecology devoted to ecosystems’ dynamics (Folke, 2006) and
focuses on two elements; the dependency of social systems on the environment itself
and on resilience of institutions (Adger, 2000). More precisely, communities’ social
resilience underlines the role of institutions and social capital interactions, within
different knowledge systems as fundamental to facilitating innovation and social
learning, which are both key elements in considering equity and economic efficiency in
the sustainable use of natural resources (Adger, 2000). Within this framework,
communities with a highly robust pool of resources and a high degree of adaptive
capacity will be the most resilient to absorb a disturbance while retaining their essential
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functions (Longstaff, 2011; Frankenberger et al., 2013). Consequently, analysis of the
interplaying subsystems will provide a picture of the assets available and the social-
economic processes developed with them by organizations and informal social groups.
These processes are to be found in group actions to negotiate and coordinate, and this
will depend on the presence of horizontal and vertical linkages (Frankenberger et al.,
2013). Thus, institutional memory (experiences embedded in the social processes),
innovative learning (inclusion of cooperative management, experimental learning and
leadership processes), and connectedness (loose or tight, internal and external links), all
determine the adaptive capacity on a community level (Longstaff et al., 2011). 

In the social resilience framework, communities are seen as the totality of social
system interactions, not necessarily within a defined geographical area but often sharing
an affective unit of belonging and identity, and a network of relations (Norris et al., 2008;
Longstaff et al., 2011; McManus et al., 2012; Wilson, 2012; Frankenberger, 2013; Skerratt,
2013). Therefore, the notion of community associated with social resilience places greater
emphasis on the quest for multiple resiliencies of highly varied stakeholder networks, some
of which may be directly contradicting and undermining efforts by other groups (Wilson,
2012). Thus, community resilience can be conceptualized on the basis of how well the
‘critical triangle’ of economic, social and environmental capital is developed in a given
community and how these capitals interact (Wilson, 2012).

Both of the theoretical frameworks – local and rural development, and social
resilience in communities – embrace the idea that the desired processes should be
articulated by inclusive institutions and methods (Esparcia et al., 2000; Shortall, 2008;
Thuesen, 2010), in order to enhance local leadership and innovative learning in rural
areas (Dargan and Shucksmith, 2008; Esparcia, 2014). Thus, social capital and networks
(Shucksmith 2000; Lee et al., 2005; Esparcia and Escribano, 2012) and capacity building
(Shortall and Shucksmith, 2001) are the pools and the ways to achieve both sustainable
local rural development and social resilience. Consequently, in both frameworks
governance is a major issue. In community resilience, governance is key to the
evaluation of rural policies (Shouten, 2012), the performance of the formal and informal
community-based decision-making (Norris et al., 2008; Darnhofer, 2009; Skerratt, 2013),
and the spatial planning in rural areas (Heijman et al., 2007). In local and rural
development studies, governance plays a central role in the need to face the challenges
that the new rural paradigm (OECD, 2006) implies. Such challenges are considered to
depend mostly on the institutional capacity of the agents in play, in terms of the
knowledge resources, the relational resources and the capabilities of mobilisation
(Dargan and Shucksmith, 2008). Nonetheless, one significant difference between the
approaches is the different internalization of the gender perspective. Some studies on
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community resilience integrate women as a differentiated social group when dealing
with social inclusion issues (Frankenberger et al., 2013) or demographical characteristics
(McManus et al., 2012). From the community resilience perspective, it has been asserted
that, although with invisible contributions, women are crucial to maintaining social
networks and supporting leadership or maintaining social cohesion especially when
considering the emigration of young people, which is particularly significant among
women (McIntosh et al., 2008). 

According to the local and rural development approach, women – considered both
as individuals and as a group – represent a part of the core of understanding the rural
context (Lee et al., 2005; Baylinaand Salamanya, 2006; Goverde et al., 2004; Baylina and
Salamanya, 2006; Bock, 2006). Indeed, social-economic dimensions of rural areas cannot
be understood without taking into account gender divisions and the hidden sphere of
social reproduction (André, 2013), widely studied since the late eighties (Gasson, 1988;
Winter and Gasson, 1992, García et al., 1990; Tulla, 1991; Whatmore, 1991). 

The rural restructuring process has contributed to the reshaping of gender roles in
the farm household through the need to diversify production with value added goods
(Stenbacka, 2008). In this arena women are identified as drivers of change showing
adaptive capacity and social innovation in their livelihood strategies (Gorman, 2006) and
having an active role in networks of social trust and cooperation (Stenbacka and Tillberg,
2009). Besides, the rural restructuring implications and the gender order in rural areas
have led to a transferring of women’s private gender roles into the public realm and in
the rural labour market (Midgley, 2006). Such transference, together with gender policies,
has enhanced the visibility of gender inequality (André, 2013) and at the same time that
has empowered rural women (Bock, 2006, 2010). Consequently, rural women have
progressively been identified in rural development research as a differentiated targeted
group in social inclusion studies (Shucksmith, 2000), particularly when affecting young
women (Shucksmith et al., 2009). However, gender roles have been little modified from
the public education perspective (Bock, 2014) whereupon stereotyped gender roles and
the traditional family form are still the prevailing hegemonic image in policy making, even
when EU and all member states uphold the gender mainstreaming perspective (Prügl,
2010; André, 2013; Bock, 2014). The transformation of gender norms is a decisive pillar of
social innovation in gender relations (André, 2013). Moreover, social innovation arises as
a path to renew not only regional economies from the supply side of market products, but
also in human relations (Moulaert and Nussbaumer, 2005; Shucksmith, 2010).

In the face of increasing globalization of markets, rural areas are confronting
diverging possible pathways of development according to how they organise their
territorial capital (Moulaert and Nussbaumer, 2005; Wilson, 2012; Horlings and Marsden,
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2012). Social innovation, new eco-economic strategies and reorientation of territorial
capital by embedding rural-urban interrelations are central elements within the new rural
paradigm (Horlings and Marsden, 2012). Some relocalized or deagrarianized territories
(Wilson, 2010) are finding possible pathways towards a productive self-sufficiency, based
on strategies of local production (Wilson, 2012) associated with the eco-economy and
social economy (Bristow 2010, Hudson 2010; Moulaert and Nussbaumer, 2005; Horlings
and Marsden, 2012; Wilson, 2012). These communities may not have a significant
accumulation of economic and business capital, according to Moulaert and Nussbaumer
(2005), but do have a vast accumulation of the ecological capital which can be integrated
into food hub promotion and the food mainstream (Franklin et al., 2011). Return
migration and urban-rural migration do play a key role in building social resilience in host
regions by diversifying household livelihoods and transferring capabilities, and partly
compensating initial social capital losses (Scheffran et al., 2012). Indeed, immigration is
considered the main factor influencing the future of rural social geography (Stockdale,
2006; Lowe and Ward, 2009; Bosworth, 2010). One of the benefits of immigration to rural
areas is the increasing entrepreneurship (Baumgartner et al., 2013) and the generation of
socio-economic strategies as a force against the competitiveness of the global agenda
(Horlings and Marsden, 2012; Wilson, 2012; Baumgartner et al., 2013). Some of these
benefits are linked to rural tourism (Haugen and Vik, 2008; Lordkipanidze et al., 2005) or
the new rural services related to nature conservation (Andersson et al., 2009), defined as
green enterprises (Schaper, 2005) or eco-enterprises (Volery, 2002). However, the path of
relocalization is not unconstrained as it needs a constant negotiation in this fight of
interests at personal and group level; in other words, in this negotiation among multiple
resiliencies (Wilson, 2012), whereby, institutional innovations are needed to deal with
multiple resiliencies with equity and inclusive principles. Negotiation is not only needed
with respect to the sustainable use of natural resources and social, political and
environmental change (Adger, 2000; Adger et al., 2009; Agrawal, 2009) from a preventive
and reactive point of view. The application of community-based decision-making
(Skerratt, 2013), including the gender perspective, should also be embraced. 

Methods and sources

Three macro analytical conceptual frameworks are adopted: social resilience, local
rural development and geography and gender studies. Both quantitative and qualitative
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methodological techniques are combined in the search for a more analytical density
(Fielding, 2008). This approach requires the attainment of multifaceted information.
Firstly, indicative statistics are needed on new women’s entrepreneurship (NWE) in the
HCP. The aim is to acquire knowledge about the quantitative and qualitative significance
of NWE’s share, its evolution and its strengths and weaknesses as a livelihood strategy
(part I in Results section). The main sources for this part are three databases: a) the
beneficiaries of self-employment grants10; b) the craftsperson index from Cadí-Moixeró
Natural Park (2013), by the CEDRICAT Foundation11 and c) the “SOM-Pirineu”
entrepreneurship promotion program database held in 2013 which was facilitated by
the leading institution, Institute for Promotion and Development of HCP.

Secondly, information about local development funding is gathered (part II in
Results section): on the one hand, the Local Employment and Development Agents
(LEDA) (including the number of people and their payroll) and on the other hand, the
actions (number and cost) of Local Development Promotion projects (LDP). These data
can be taken as indicative of dynamism of the territories in local development since
there are no territorial criteria to redistribute the funds. The allocation of LEDA and LDP
investments (here under Local Development investments, LDi is carried out by
requesting applications for funding and selecting the successful bids by their fulfilment
of specified eligibility criteria12. These values are related to the area and population
variables using Lorenz curve and ratios distinguishing the eight Catalan regional
planning areas. This analysis is carried out in two periods, 2002-2007 and 2008-2011,
which are prior to and post the 2008 financial crisis. The basis value for the calculation
of LDi per inhabitant is taken from the middle in each period, i.e. 2004 and 2009. Basis
value for LDi per geographical size is the same for each period.

Thirdly, empirical data are obtained from 30 in-depth interviews conducted
during 2013 with affected local development stakeholders from public sector bodies
(technicians and elected representatives) and entrepreneurs (part III in Results section).
The interviews are carried out with 17 women and 13 men representing a broad
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10• No specific quotas are considered except for victims of sexual harassment and disabled people. 

11• Until December 2014 it has offered technical assessment to promote local rural development strategies
in the region and the rest of Catalonia.

12• Criteria are: a) assess technical competence of the project in terms of innovation and consistency of
actions, available resources and evaluation systems; b) impact of initiatives in target group; and c)
degree of partnerships between institutions and stakeholders. Measures for women’s socio-
empowerment are not included, except prevention and detection of sexual harassment.



spectrum of situations, which include the following: the self-employed; new and
established entrepreneurs; elected representatives from different political parties, ages
and municipality sizes, holding a government position or not, involved in environmental
management and heritage management and from all HCP counties. The interviews
focused on evaluating social resilience in the local rural development arena through its
three main components: a) the institutional memory; b) innovative learning; and c)
connectedness (Longstaff et al., 2011). The interviews included two main parts: Part I
was addressed to new entrepreneurs looking into both how resilient they are and how
this resilience fits with local rural policies. Questions in Part I included: a) motivation
factors to create the enterprise; b) use of local materials, the products and modes of
production and the linkages with the region’s natural values; c) personal and
professional background; d) institutional support; and e) enterprise’s improvements in
professional and personal life. Part II was aimed at identifying the inclusion and
leadership processes of women entrepreneurs in HCP governance focused on local
development strategies. These processes were conceived as crucial elements in the
adaptive and innovative learning of the region towards a social resilience pathway.
Questions in Part II fell into three categories: a) Examples of local development actions
noting social innovation in the working methods and objectives; b) Degree of
connectedness identifying the decision-making processes, type and forms of
cooperation and collaboration between political agents and technicians, as well as,
respectively, to the community including private players, other institutions and external
stakeholders in the community, and c) The capacity of the institutional memory’s
function regarding the regional identity’s role in local development strategies together
with monitoring and self-evaluation actions. Results are analysed, and contrasted with
the theory, in the Discussion section.

Results

Results are organised into three sections in relation to methods and sources used.
Section I explores women’s participation in the new entrepreneurship activities in the
HCP. Section II considers the local development investments in the HCP region while
considering its geographical characteristics. Section III shows the adaptive learning
capacity regarding the main results from in-depth interviews as described in Methods
section. 
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Fig. 1.
Evolution of women’s share in self-employment grants 2002-2011
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Source: Enterprise and Employment Observatory. Catalan Government. 2014.

I. Women’s participation in new entrepreneurship activities 
in the HCP region

The evolution of women’s share as beneficiaries of self-employment grants shows
a significant increase in the HCP region and moderate in the Intermediate Counties and
Rural Counties after year 2008 (figure 1)13. Women’s share after 2008 surpasses 50% in
all areas, except for the Urban Counties. 

Other findings to add to this picture on women’s share in the new entrepreneurship
are those from two other databases from regional institutions: the craftsperson index from
the Cadí-Moixeró Natural Park and the ‘SOM-Pirineu’ entrepreneurship promotion
program focused on local products and services based on nature enjoyment. Both
databases are indicative of the emergence of a new entrepreneurship related to local food
and natural resources and reflecting a profile of micro-sized enterprises, which rarely
employ staff other than the founder. Considering women’s participation from the list of
craft activities (51 establishments) within the boundaries of the Cadí-Moixeró Natural
Park, women’s share is 37% as compared to 63% for men. By sectors, participation of

13• Catalan Counties have been gathered in five territories according to their degree of rurality (defined
by population density): Rural Counties (<100 inh./sq. km), Intermediate Counties (101 to 300 inh./sq.
km), Urban Counties (> 301 inh./sq. km), the HCP region, and total Catalonia.



women in ‘Arts and crafts’ is 36% (64% for men) and in ‘Production and elaboration of
agricultural products’ women account for 38% (62% for men). Women’s participation 
in the ‘SOM-Pirineu’ program focused on the promotion and assessment for
entrepreneurship with two different axes: ‘Nature’ and ‘Local production’. The program had
a total participation of 369 people; 38% women and 62% men. In the ‘Nature’ related
projects, participation of women was 27% (73% for men). In the ‘Nature-Ecotourism’
subsector women represented 29% and in the ‘Nature-Hiking’ subsector women were
30%. In the ‘Local products’ sector, participation of women was 44% (56% for men). In
detail, subsector ‘Local products - arts and crafts’ was 77% women (23% men). ‘Local
products - Agricultural production and elaboration’ subsector was 31% women (69%
men). Therefore, despite the fact that women’s share in new entrepreneurship increases in
the HCP region in general terms, when we analyse specific sectors, gender segregated
situations are detected in the new entrepreneurship projects. Women are under-
represented in activities related to ‘Nature’ (27%), whereas men are under-represented in
the ‘Local products -arts and crafts’ (28%), according to SOM-Pirineu program
participation. In addition, self-employed women were 34% compared to the 15% of self-
employed men. Only 13% of women worked in companies while setting up their own
enterprise in comparison with 45% of men. The unemployment rate is 10% in women and
5% in men. Finally, 9% of women and 7% of men belonged to an association.

When quantitative data (Part I) is complemented with the interview responses
(Part III), other factors arise which inform us about other gender differences in the new
entrepreneurship projects presented in the program. The question of women’s invisibility
is detected when, for example, women are actively involved in the management of the
enterprise but the public face of the company is often the women’s male partner. This
fact reduces women’s visibility and, despite being involved in entrepreneurial businesses,
they are not included in the entrepreneurship program. This situation is intensified in the
sector ‘Local product – Agricultural production and elaboration’ where local enterprises
often follow a family business profile. In contrast, all projects related to women in the
nature-based sector are sole-trader (without associates), a fact indicating the gradual
initiation of women in this sector. Likewise, most projects related to ‘Local products -
arts and crafts’ are also sole-trader projects. Both, women and men do show that living
close to nature is part of the basis for forming the enterprise as well as the chance to
have a more independent lifestyle. Their production relies on the use of local natural
resources, raw materials and the local environment in general, and their produce
includes high-quality goods and organic foods. Most of the new entrepreneurs are
newcomers or returnees who keep tight links with urban networks connected to their
employment. All cases were nested in the community production networks within which
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women’s encouragement and involvement played a key role. It is worth mentioning that
those most innovative entrepreneurship projects in terms of uniqueness and quality -
international and national recognition and awards - had a greater representation of
women. Moreover, these eco-entrepreneurship activities welcome women’s leadership,
in some cases leading on to representation in politics.

II. Investments in Local Development in the HCP region

When public investments, etc., are analysed, an unfavourable situation is
identified for areas with a low population density, such as the HCP (figure 2).
Distribution of Local Development investments (LDi) with respect to the geographical
size of the regions has led to higher inequality (curve furthest from the diagonal). In
contrast, the distribution of LDi per capita is closer to equality in the second period,
2008-2011 than in the previous period, 2002-2007, which favours the highest
population density areas.

Fig. 2.
Lorenz curve. Local Development Investments per-capita 
and per-area, Catalonia regions, 2002-07, 2008-2012
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Source: Graphics processed with data from Enterprise and Employment Observatory.



Ratios of distribution of LDi across Catalonia (figures 3 and 4) provide some
unexpected information. In the first period, 2002-2007 (figure 3), the region with higher
LDi by area and lower in terms of population compared to the Catalan average
corresponds to the Barcelona Metropolitan Area (BMA) region (upper left quadrant),
which is predictable considering the high concentration of institutions delivering
employment and local development services. In contrast, the HCP, Ebre and Western
regions (lower right quadrant), the most rural and less populated areas have lower LDi
by area, but above average in population, which is again to be expected. What was not
as predictable is that the most well placed territories are Penedès, Girona Region and
Central Region with average LDi by square kilometre and above average by population,
despite the fact that they do not have low population density (upper right quadrant).
Conversely, those territories with most unfavourable circumstances with below-average
LDi, both by surface and population, correspond to Tarragona (lower left quadrant), a
populated area not too remote, but still distant, from the BMA. 

Fig. 3.
Ratio Local Development investments (E) per-capita (pop. 2004)
vs. per-area (2004) by Catalonia regions, 2002-2007
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Source: Graphics processed with data from Enterprise and Employment Obsevatory. Catalan Government.



Fig. 4.
Ratio Local Development investments (E) per-capita (pop. 2009)
vs. per-area (2009) by Catalonia regions, 2008-2011
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Source: Graphics processed with data from Enterprise and Employment Obsevatory. Catalan Government.

In the following period (figure 4), the HCP and Ebre Region maintain the status
of having a below average LDi by area and an above average figure by population, in
contrast to the BMA which shows the reverse situation. The Western region moved to
the group of regions with below average LDi in population and also per area, together
with Tarragona. The Central and Girona regions and also Penedès improved LDi by area
and kept the leadership by population. If these data are taken as indicative of the
dynamism of the territories, because it only depends on the territorial demand, results
display the most active areas around BMA; as expected. However, the most remote areas,
especially the HCP, but also the Ebre, would take the LDi lead in comparison to other
regions outside the influence of the BMA, but not as remote, such as the Western and
Tarragona regions. The latter display important agrarian activity as well and are closer
to the BMA (figures 3 and 4). This may indicate that remote regions such as the HCP and
Ebre show greater dynamism in raising funds for local development programs than
other rural areas which are less scenically attractive.



III. Institutional memory, Adaptive learning and Connectedness 
for Social Resilience in the HCP region

The results of Part II of the qualitative research analysis, as methodologically
described in methods section, are encapsulated in the following five points. 

Firstly, the lack of professional training of much of the technical staff in relation
to working methodologies in local development and in implementation of gender
mainstreaming is identified. However, the more recently recruited staff are better
trained and more open to new approaches. A similar process is taking place among the
political class but this evolution is progressing at a slower pace.

Secondly, the predominance of a top-down decision-making style is detected,
both at intra-institutional and inter-governmental levels. The established hierarchies in
local government are guiding the decision-making process prevailing over tied bonds
among professionals. The existence of more plural procedures, both thematically and in
terms of inclusion of actors were identified when more women occupied senior
positions (such as the mayor or deputy mayor). Such actions were usually promoted by
personal services departments or culture departments. Albeit, few of these actions had
created the conditions for the synergies to transcend jurisdictional county boundaries
and let regional scale action be accomplished. In smaller municipalities, these structures
were presented in the interviews as less rigid in relation to both the top-down decision-
making and the compartmental competency areas. In these cases the ‘synergistic’
actions have generated a deliberative process that strengthened and renewed ties
between actors. Notwithstanding, this increase in the quality of social capital has not
been captured to generate new projects with on-going effects.

Thirdly, allusions to the lack of an inclusive leadership as a central problem in the
region were recurrent, especially from the newcomers’ interviews which were very
critical with regard to the dominant relational procedures in the local political arena.
Conversely, interviews from the local native group identified some leaders and
recognized that in many cases they were people who are part of their social network. 

Women’s leadership was found in the arts and crafts sector, the local food sector
and nature sector; however, the highest elected positions were held by men. Likewise,
women’s ties with other related stakeholders seemed to be more frequent and better
valued than men. In contrast, vertical ties with other sectors were less frequent and
intense in women’s enterprises networks than men. In this regard, women appear to
obtain more mutual support from other close professionals than men but fewer benefits
from networking with less close professionals than men. To a great extent, this can be
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explained by the more personal constraints that women face in relation to the family
responsibilities that they take on. This can impair women’s room for manoeuvre as
reported by the women interviewed, which has also been found in rural Sweden
(Stenbacka and Tillberg, 2009). In turn, this can constrain not only women’s livelihood
but also the synergies that these new enterprises would represent for the local
development governance. 

Fourthly, knowledge of examples of local development projects that are
referenced in Catalonia was little widespread. Where there was more awareness and
connectedness with these projects was as a result of previous training experiences that
had been located in very specific areas in the region. 

Finally, an important presence of sense of belonging to the place was recognized,
mostly based on the Pyrenees region which is regarded as a community. However, it
consisted of an individual experience rather than being collectively shared. In this
regard, the recovery of historical memory and cultural promotion initiatives, especially
with an ethnological focus, showed high mobilization power according to reported
actions. Nonetheless, it was difficult to find in the narratives of politicians an
identification of these social capital resources as potentialities to be implemented in
socio-economic advancement.

Discussion

Research findings indicate, first of all, that there is an increase in women
entrepreneurs in the HCP region, which confirms what the literature review reveals: this
is an increasing tendency in rural areas world-wide (Copus et al., 2006; Bock, 2010). This
can be interpreted as a sign of the adaptive capacity both at women’s individual level
and at household level in the HCP region as a response to the lack of employment
caused by the financial crisis. This increase is especially relevant considering there were
no reinforcement actions promoting entrepreneurship focused on women. 

Secondly, gender divisions were found in terms of gender segregation as well as
situations associated with women’s greater job insecurity when starting a new venture. As
a consequence of a precarious situation, women involved in entrepreneurial activities in
the HCP reported that they often have difficulty to be valued as entrepreneurs. This finding
is supported by the literature review (Verheul et al., 2005; Bock, 2010; Carbó et al., 2013).
Indeed, the studies show that women entrepreneurs usually set up small businesses with
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less income than men but with some benefits regarding work-life balance (Baines and
Wheelock, 2000; Verheul et al., 2005; Copus et al., 2006; Bock, 2006). 

Nonetheless, thirdly, there are also positive signs of more women entering into
traditionally male-dominated fields, as entrepreneurship scholars have stated (Baines
and Wheelock, 2000; Brush et al., 2009). At the same time, as interview results and
consultations with local development workers corroborated, there are significant
women leadership processes at a professional level, usually associated with food
production or elaboration and to a lesser degree to nature related firms. Similarly, there
are also evidences of internal long-term changes in the professionalization of the
business, as well as an increase in women’s professional fulfilment as some studies on
rural women support (Bock, 2006, 2010). 

Thereby, fourthly, research findings show that new women’s entrepreneurship
participation in the HCP does fit in the legal range established by the parity-law in
political representation (40-60%)14. This fact may indicate an improvement in women’s
socio-economic empowerment at household and community level. However, it fails to
extend into a better representation of women in HCP local politics which is 22%
compared to the averages for Catalonia, 34%, or Spain, 35% (Pallarès-Blanch et al.,
2014a). Similarly, other studies refer to the underutilized human capital in the
governance of nature related production in rural Galicia (Domínguez et al., 2012) where
the chain of decision-making was shown to be unilteral and vertical, just as has been
revealed in this case study.

Fifthly, the adaptive capacity of rural women in the HCP seems to be
demonstrated according to their livelihood solutions using the resources and potential
offered by their environment (Morris and Little, 2005). This fact not only shows the
women’s entrepreneurial skill, but also the peripheral potential areas for development,
particularly where there are significant natural and scenic values, as in the HCP region.
In addition, it is a sign of a growing development model more closely related to local
production and with more sustainable investment and pace of development. However,
the sustainability of this model requires gender equality policies to mirror women’s
contribution to local development. All policies should locate the productive and work
arena in a decentralized manner, within a whole context of a healthy work-life balance
and recognition of the personal or community needs that exist, thus including a care
ethics approach (Baines and Wheelock, 2000; Tronto, 2014). Otherwise, structural
inequalities are related to women’s self-exploitation through long working hours, albeit
with some flexibility, as is the case, for instance, in rural tourism (Cánoves and Villarino,
2000; André, 2013; Carbó et al., 2013; Bock, 2014). The element driving women to

82

W
om

en
’s 

ec
o-

en
tr

ep
re

ne
ur

sh
ip

: a
 p

at
hw

ay
 o

f 
po

ss
ib

le
 in

 s
oc

ia
l r

es
ili

en
ce

?

14• Spanish Equality Act 2007.



entrepreneurship is mainly the necessity to earn an income due to a lack of job
opportunities as has been identified in other peripheral rural areas, such as Terra Alta in
Catalonia (Carbó et al., 2013), rural Andalusia (Prados, 1999) and rural Hungary
(Momsen and Szorenyi, 2007). However, this does not mean that activities of the NWE
do not embrace the capacity to generate economic synergies, as has been studied in
rural Greece (Anthopoulou, 2010; Esparcia, 2010) and demonstrated here, where
products were identified with international recognition. In this regard, some studies
suggest the need to develop a specific analytical framework for women’s
entrepreneurship from a new approach where, in addition to the classical variables of
market, money and management, we need to include the ethics of care and treatment
on a macro- and meso-scale (Ahl, 2006; Brush et al., 2009).

Eventually, consistent local development policies are required to enable these
adaptive solutions to take root, including gender equality. Nevertheless, the analysis of the
distribution of LDi shows that the HCP, as a peripheral area, receives or generates
inadequate LDi in proportion to its geographical size. Then, a neglected situation is
detected here regarding the lack of a specific funding policy for the region as a remote
area, with the exception of very specific CAP policy grants for mountain agriculture.
Notwithstanding, the HCP is in a better position in LDi distribution compared to other
regions, which also being far from the BMA, are receiving or generating fewer LDi in
proportion to their geographical size also to the population. This means that the capacity
to generate or capture local development funding does exist in the HCP although not
enough considering its territorial externalities. However, few institutional programs are
connected with the new eco-entrepreneurship and no one connects this new
entrepreneurship with gender equality and women’s socio-economic empowerment
policies, nor with migration policies or environmental policies. The lack of a transversal
approach applied to this interplay results in insufficient institutional support (Franklin et
al., 2011; Wilson, 2012) for these new livelihood strategies, thus lessening its robustness.
Consequently, the capacity for that individual and family-level resilience to build up a
relocalization path is limited (Wilson, 2012), despite having a good balance between
economic capital, social capital and environmental capital.

Conclusions

The increase in female eco-entrepreneurship in remote rural areas like the HCP
region is a sign of new livelihood strategies of rural women. These strategies show

83

M
ar

ta
 P

al
la

rè
s-

Bl
an

ch



similarities with what were once the emergence and thereafter the development and
professionalization of rural tourism (Cánoves and Villarino, 2000). Thus, structural
gender inequalities are reproduced although with signs of improvement as a result of
women’s socio-economic empowerment at household and community level. The
institutional adaptive learning capacity does not embrace these livelihood strategies
since regional governance presents weaknesses in terms of insufficient social inclusion,
particularly when women are being under-represented in the local governments in the
region, this including women eco-entrepreneurs. Although some efforts have been
made to promote the new entrepreneurship at a regional level, with regard to the SOM-
Pirineu program, no connectedness was found between local development investments
and women’s policies at institutional level. Local Development investments in the HCP
region are more favourable as compared to other regions of Catalonia, showing some
regional efficiency in capturing local development funds. However, not enough local
development funding is captured with regard to the specific territorial needs as a
remote area. Thereby, research findings indicate the existence of issues that weaken the
development of adaptive learning processes. Consequently, resiliencies found in the HCP
are not included at strategic regional level, whereby the regional development path does
not present enough robustness to face global processes regarding its weaknesses as a
peripheral area. On the contrary, few connectedness actions are found between
institutions at both internal and external level in the region. In this regard, new
strategies should be developed to have a more robust corpus in terms of applied
analyses and policy tools to develop an inclusive resilience. Hence, the community social
resilience approach despite providing the potential to embrace the complexity of factors
interplaying in changing rural societies, does not yet integrate the structural social
unevenness among rural actors. Ultimately, no literature has been found from a gender
perspective applying a social resilience approach and therefore this suggests that the
social resilience framework is to be further developed in order to be able to be inclusive
and therefore, efficient enough to surpass the local development approach.
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