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Abstract. In many of Europe’s rural regions, sociodemographic changes, the transformation of the labour 
market, and the advent of digitalisation pose significant challenges in safeguarding services of general 
interest (SGI). This paper draws on a broad literature review to identify the key challenges and potential 
adaptation strategies in three SGIs in four European countries. Our analysis explores potentials for rede-
signing the accessibility of these SGIs, restructuring their human and physical assets, and improving the 
coordination of their delivery. We argue that in the context of a fading welfare state, there is scope for 
improving the local coordination of state, private, and civil society actors in delivering SGIs in rural areas.
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Introduction

Many rural areas in Europe have been struggling to maintain their services of general interest 
– SGIs (Fassmann, Rauhut, da Costa & Humer, 2015; Rauhut & Komornicki, 2015; ARL, 2016). 
Indeed, in the light of the challenges posed by shrinking populations, ageing, and uncertain eco-
nomic futures, the redesign of SGIs requires adaptation strategies which draw on innovative think-
ing and practical experimentation (Syssner, 2020; Chartier et al., 2021).
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Curiously enough, recent policy shifts have been effective in shaping workable networks of SGIs 
in urban areas. Nonetheless, the market-based model they follow tends to reach its limits when 
confronted with the basic characteristics of rural territories. Amongst these, greater distances, 
lower populations, and consequently lower numbers of users negatively impact the financial via-
bility of SGIs (OECD, 2010). To complicate matters further, these characteristics are also the prime 
culprits which aggravate the deficiencies in SGI provision (Hahne, 2009; Nadler, 2017).

For the second half of the past century, welfare states have typically directly addressed these 
externalities. Yet over the past decades, neoliberal and market-based policy arguments have 
pushed for a withdrawal of the state in all areas of the public sector. As a consequence, multiple 
non-state actors have entered the SGI arena as potential providers. In these constellations, the 
role of state organisations has been gradually shifting from one of an active provider to that of 
a bureaucrat which acts more as an invigilator. In the current setup, private and not-for-profit SGI 
providers must balance between financial thriftiness and fulfilling state-sanctioned standards, all 
while being part of a competitive landscape with other providers.

The state of affairs which the afore-described process aims for is by no means a consistent 
occurrence across Europe. In fact, shifts in SGI provision have multiple facets in different countries, 
with outcomes shaped by traditional arrangements within the SGIs themselves, specific forms 
of national government, situated political outcomes, and regional socio-economic particularities. 
To reflect this variegated landscape, our aim in this paper is to provide a comparative analysis 
which probes into different SGIs in multiple European countries. We ask the following research 
question: which challenges impact the provision of SGIs, and which solutions to these challenges 
contribute towards securing the provision of SGIs in Europe’s rural areas?

To answer this question, we follow a research design which compares three SGIs in four 
European countries. Our selection of SGIs seeks to provide concrete examples which are illustrative 
of demographic changes in rural areas. We hence focus on medical and nursing care (as an area 
in which the balance between climbing demand and workforce shortages is increasingly difficult 
to negotiate), fire and rescue services (where the reliance on volunteers can no longer be taken 
for granted), and post-school education (where its typical concentration in urban centres has 
traditionally acted as a barrier for rural development) (Martin & Demyen, 2019; NMIS, 2019; 
Kulicke, 2021). The countries we have selected (Austria, Germany, Scotland, Sweden) offer a varied 
palette of rural areas, ranging from sprawling suburbia to remote, sparsely populated territories.

We begin our paper by exploring the notion of SGI itself and reviewing the main factors which 
shape SGI provision in rural Europe. We then move on to outline the methodology that underpins 
our analysis. After this, we briefly describe the national contexts in which we conduct our analysis. 
This is followed by two sections which describe the challenges and new strategies of securing SGIs 
in rural areas. We finalise the paper by drawing a number of conclusions and advancing sugges-
tions for further research on the topic.

Understanding SGIs and their particularities in rural Europe

In this section we aim to briefly describe the core term we employ in this paper, namely SGI. 
We first engage with its normative dimensions and ambiguities. We follow this with a discussion 
on the key trends which shape SGIs in Europe’s rural areas.
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What are SGIs?

The normative term of SGI gained traction during debates on liberalisation within the Europe-
an Union (EU) Single Market and on promoting territorial and social cohesion across the Union. 
A widely quoted definition depicts SGIs as ‘services that public authorities of the Member States 
classify as being of general interest and, therefore, subject to specific public service obligations’ 
(EC, 2011). 

This definition is purposefully ambiguous as it is broad. For one, the responsibility for establish-
ing the scope of SGIs as well as the details of the general interest they ought to serve lies with the 
Member States. EU institutions lack competences on the matter beyond safeguarding the compe-
tition and state aid legislation, and pleading for a cohesive development of the European territory.

A second issue stemming from this definition concerns the lack of clarity over the economic or 
non-economic nature of these services, and hence the jurisdiction of the EU’s competition rules 
upon them (Bauby, 2011). While the above-quoted document differentiates between Services 
of General Economic Interest (SGEI) and Social Services of General Interest (SSGI), these two sub-
categories cover both economic and non-economic services. In practice, however, pinning down 
the economic nature of a service has proven to be a difficult undertaking which hinges on politi-
cally contested fundamental interpretations of the role of the public and private sectors (Bjørnsen, 
Foss & Johansen, 2015).

A third difficulty that relates to the above is the lack of clear provisions concerning the type 
of actors which ought to deliver SGIs. Such actors may be public, private, civic, or hybrid. Critical 
voices have highlighted the uprise of a consumerist approach towards delivering SGIs, as market 
principles have reconfigured ‘the once dominant forms of relationship between states and their 
citizens’ (Clarke, 2007). The proliferation of market governance also stands to permeate SGIs which 
have traditionally relied on civic engagement – e.g., the volunteer firefighters (Dombrowsky, 2008). 
In addition to this, the relationship between actors involved in providing SGIs is increasingly com-
plex, and, in some cases, fuzzy to the lay person or the end beneficiary of the service. This ambi-
guity is fuelled by the broadness of term ‘services’ itself, which might include ‘products, activities, 
facilities, utilities, arrangements, institutions, organisations, industries, etc’ (Bjørnsen et al., 2015).

A fourth challenge in defining SGIs relates to the thorny process of pinning down ‘public ser-
vice obligations’. As this notion is too complex to be useful for scientific inquiries, Bjørnsen et al. 
(2015, p. 62) suggest a pragmatic analytical take which brings forth the ‘rights of citizens and enter-
prises to expect certain actions by public authorities and service providers to ensure their access 
to a specific level of selected services’. This approach points towards embracing systemic tradi-
tions, many of which have been, up to recent, shaped by a strong state presence. Adding to this, 
Humer, Rauhut and Fassmann (2015) argue that territorial factors (e.g., population density, geo-
graphical features) also shape the provision of SGIs, especially insofar as accessibility and viability 
is concerned. Beyond this, SGI provision is also subject to temporal aspects. Shifts in societal values 
and economic conditions, together with institutional and technological innovations, all place SGIs 
in an inextricable dynamism. These changes might influence operating standards, quality or cost, 
but might also render entrenched provision models obsolete (Humer et al., 2015).

All in all, current conceptual understandings of SGIs (be them of a policy or academic nature) 
lean towards highlighting the salience of contextual factors which shape their design and patterns 
of use. To us, this signals that a grounded, comparative research approach can yield relevant theo-
retical insights into the challenges of, and new approaches towards securing the provision of SGIs.
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Shifts in the design and provision of SGIs in rural areas

Traditionally, both the demand and the supply of SGIs in rural areas have been lesser than in urban 
agglomerations (Rauhut, Smith, Humer, Ludlow & Borges, 2013). In the light of demographic 
and economic change, European integration, increased population mobility, and technological 
advances, the adaptation of SGI provision in rural Europe has picked up in speed and intensity. This 
process has resulted in quality improvements and closures alike. Undoubtedly, there are multiple 
intricate factors and external conditions which have shaped the evolution of SGIs. While our aim 
is not to conduct a comprehensive review of these process and conditions, three salient aspects 
come forth as relevant for grasping the state of SGIs in rural Europe

A first aspect relates to the undoing of the welfare state through the uprise of neoliberal and 
network governance thought. In Europe, ever since its consolidation during the 1960s, the ideal 
of the welfare state has been steadily eroded in response to cyclical economic shocks and uprise 
of the globalised economy. The demise of Keynesian economics in the early 1980s, the signing 
of the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, and the uprise of the growth-driven competitiveness discourse 
in the EU’s regional development policies at the turn of the millennium were key turning points 
which have weakened the idea of state-provided public goods. Most recently, the post-2009 crisis 
policy of financial austerity has led to cuts in SSGIs, a reduction in health spending, further steps 
towards liberalising the labour market (e.g., by enabling more flexibility, less protection, and lower 
labour costs), and a reduction in public investments (Stetter, 2018).

The transformation of the welfare state is strongly intertwined with the rise of new public 
management and market governance principles – the second key aspect we consider to be rele-
vant. Put briefly, these ideals promote principles of efficiency, performance, and financial diligence 
and transparency in public administration. Consequently, the public service provider role was put 
up for competition between public agencies, firms, and not-for-profit bodies (Dunleavy & Hood, 
1994). In spite of these shifts, critical voices argue that the marketisation of SGIs is rather an ideal 
than an empirical reality. An issue considered to be particularly problematic is that neoliberal re-
forms have favoured the fragmentation of SGI provision (amongst other functions fulfilled by the 
state) by establishing (complex) networks of service delivery rather than the pure markets and 
hierarchies that have been advocated for.

It is worth pointing out that the policy instruments which sustained these shifts in SGI provision 
did not specifically target rural areas. In fact, most strategic shifts were sectoral in nature, with 
negative externalities expanding into depriving urban and peripheralizing rural areas alike (Fischer-
Tahir & Naumann, 2013). However – and this is the third aspect we hold as relevant – rural 
development itself also underwent a paradigmatic shift from neoclassical location theories towards 
a place-based endogenous and neo-endogenous approach (Cejudo & Navarro, 2020). In concrete 
terms, this meant that state-driven equalisation and structural adjustment programmes gradually 
shifted towards commodifying local assets and stimulating community involvement, albeit 
in a framework established by the state (OECD, 2016; Gkartzios & Lowe, 2019). As such, centrally-
steered interventions have been gradually replaced by small, predominantly local-bottom-up 
generated projects (Atterton & Skerratt, 2017). 

In rural areas where economic growth could no longer be sustained, the withdrawal of the 
state has led to a decline in the availability (e.g., as facilities became unviable or the personnel 
lacked) and the accessibility (e.g., through service concentration) of SGIs. Nonetheless, the 
ideal of maintaining a territorially balanced supply of SGIs tends to occupy a prominent position 
in the political discourse. The Territorial Agenda 2030, for instance, holds improvements in the 
accessibility, proximity, affordability, and quality of SGIs as essential prerequisites for securing life 
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quality and business development prospects in rural areas. Contrasting these two observations, 
we can sense a certain duality between policy action and political thought. We view this to be 
emblematic of a key conundrum in current strategic policy choices concerning the role of SGI 
provision in rural development: on the one hand adapting and (re-)sizing SGIs to the needs of a local 
community (in accordance to a minimum standard) vs. proactively stabilising and investing in SGIs 
on the other hand, with the aim of promoting local development and prevent further population 
loss (ARL, 2016).

Taken together, the three afore-mentioned aspects depict a mix of developments which have 
shaped current arrangements in SGI provision. Contemporary challenges in maintaining SGIs 
in rural areas are experienced differently, with outlooks varying in accordance to regional socio-
economic conditions and the provisions which govern each SGI in part.

Methodology

The methodological design of this paper seeks to enable an exploratory cross-country comparison 
of the challenges and new strategies of delivering SGIs in rural Europe. The research rests on the 
comparison of three SGIs – medical and nursing care, fire and rescue services, and post-school 
education – in four European countries – Germany, Austria, Scotland, and Sweden (Fig. 1).

The rationale for selecting these SGIs is anchored in two key principles. First, the selection was 
restricted to SSGIs with the purpose of focusing the analysis on the effects of services which ad-
dress the fundamental risks and vulnerabilities of life (according to EC, 2011). Secondly, the focus 
was set on SSGIs with contrasting governance structures rather than on multiple branches of a par-
ticular SSGI. The created the premises for exploring the effects of demographic change on their 
delivery, the adaptions to these challenges, and the contributions made by the SSGIs towards local 
development in general.

As previously argued, the fuzzy nature of SGI is not well suited for delineating concrete servic-
es. This issue was overcome in this research by grounding the selection in Germany’s federal policy 
landscape – a setting in which the authors are institutionally anchored. The ‘Programme of Action 
for the Regional Provision of Public Services’ (in German: Aktionsprogramm regionale Daseinsvor-
sorge – ArD, 2011-2015) offered a good starting point, as an instrument for financing innovations 
in public services within rural areas. The programme’s conception emphasised the three selected 
SSGIs as highly relevant for rural development (BMVBS, 2012). Moreover, the programme’s final 
report has selected the three SSGIs for showcasing the best practices that have been implemented 
through the programme (BMVI, 2016).

Concomitantly, beyond the concrete actions pursued through targeted policy instruments, the 
prominence of the afore-mentioned SSGIs in the federal policy discourse was also considered. The 
2017 Federal Spatial Planning Report has argued that, amongst other SGEIs, the three selected 
SSGIs exert a significant influence upon local and regional living standards. The report also 
highlights that the quality and accessibility of these SSGIs have been impacted by demographic 
change, albeit to different extents (BBSR, 2017, p. 63-64). The three SSGIs are also prominently 
featured in the 2020 Federal Government Report on the Development of Rural Areas, where 
they are described to be particularly prone to shrinkage and centralisation (BMEL, 2020a, p. 34). 
Moreover, Germany’s Federal High-Tech Strategy (BMBF, 2018) features health and nursing 
care, and continuing education as key action fields, highlighting the challenges associated with 
maintaining these services in structurally weak rural areas.
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The review of the German context has led to the working hypothesis that other European 
countries with considerably vaster rural areas than Germany have been more successful in future-
proofing SGIs in these spaces. The selection of other European countries which could act as a basis 
for comparison followed two key principles. First, the selection targeted countries with population 
densities which are significantly lower than Germany’s, following the logic that the need for adapting 
SGIs in these areas is more salient. A second goal was to select contrasting state models. Although 
widely critiqued as an analytical concept, Esping-Andersen’s (1998) categorisation of welfare states 
served as a key descriptive tool for differentiating national traditions of organising SGIs.

The country selection was also guided by the transnational comparative reports which have 
accompanied the German ArD programme (BMVBS, 2013; BMVI, 2015). The process was finalised with 
the help of personal contacts in the frame of the InDaLE1 project, in which this research is conducted.

Figure 1. Selected countries and the allocation of the analysed SGIs

The selected study countries offer exemplary solutions to challenges in the selected SSGIs. 
In Austria, mobile health services cover the nation’s territory in its entirety (Favry & Hiess, 2008). 
The country also features a similar firefighting system to Germany. Sweden is considered to be 
a pioneer in the use of digital solutions both in education and in medical care (Rennie, Greller 
& MacKay, 2002). Finally, Scotland’s firefighting system starkly differs the German and Austrian one, 
hence offering a contrasting example. The country has also implemented models of post-school 
education which combine decentralised structures with e-learning (Mose & Jacuniak-Suda, 2016).

The data used in this paper stems from secondary and tertiary sources. We started our inquiry 
through an in-depth literature review of the SGIs in the respective studied countries and in Europe 
in general. The review focused on organisational aspects, the governance of the respective SGI, the 
1 The InDaLE project (2020-2022) looks to understand the factors which favour the long-term establishment of 
innovative projects that target SGIs in rural areas. More details available at www.indale.org/en.



A review of the challenges and strategies of delivering services of general interest in European rural areas 83

particularities of service delivery in rural areas (including key challenges and recent developments), 
and new potential strategic directions in their delivery. This review was complemented by a signif-
icant body of grey literature which encompassed governmental strategies, position papers, expert 
group reports and statistics for the studied SGIs. In addition to this, we analysed reports on imple-
mented projects, from where we have derived key strategic approaches for maintaining SGIs. These 
were classified in the current scientific debate of the respective SGI area through a literature search.

One key limitation in our approach is that due to our lack of knowledge of the Swedish lan-
guage, we limited our literature review to German and English sources. Swedish project reports 
could only be considered to a limited extent.

National contexts

In many German rural regions, maintaining a fair access to SGIs has become a challenge in itself. 
The political goal of striving for similar living standards across the country has become increasingly 
difficult to fulfil, as the population of many rural areas has been shrinking and ageing (see Table 1). 
Statistical projections foresee that peripheral rural regions will likely be significantly impacted 
by these demographic changes, as migration towards these areas is relatively weak, birth rates 
are low, and many young people choose to leave for metropolitan regions (Maretzke, Hoymann, 
Schlömer & Stelzer, 2021). As such, the gap between Germany’s core metropolitan areas and struc-
turally weak rural regions is expected to widen in the near future. These trends pose fundamental 
challenges in securing a minimum offer of public services in rural regions (ARL, 2016).

Demographic change is not an issue confined to Germany. Indeed, many regions in Europe have 
had to grapple with declining trends (see for instance Lang & Haunstein, 2017). In Austria, Scotland, 
and Sweden the population’s growth rate tends to be lower in the countries’ rural areas. A contrib-
uting factor to the territorial imbalances is the skewed geographical distribution of the population. 
In Austria, mountainous terrain makes up 70% of the country’s territory. Specific to these alpine 
regions are settlement structures lined up along valleys, a low population density, and a partially 
hampered connectivity due to the rugged terrain. On the other hand, both Scotland and Sweden 
feature pronounced north-south gradients of urbanisation, with relatively dense urban structures 
in the south, and sparsely populated regions towards the north – regions that are typically labelled 
as Europe’s classic geographical peripheries. As such, only 15% of the population lives 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. In contrast to this, Austria’s spatial demographic trends are more balanced across urban, 
rural, and intermediate regions, with roughly a third of the population living in each type of space. 
Moreover, out of the analysed countries, the ageing coefficient is at its lowest in Austria.

In spite of these demographic shifts, the economic landscape of the rural areas in the analysed 
countries is relatively solid. We cannot deny that in spite of relative differences within the countries 
themselves, Austria, Germany, Scotland and Sweden feature some of Europe’s most developed 
rural areas (Lang & Haunstein, 2017). As such, in spite of a low contribution to Scotland’s GDP 
(Table 1), the country’s most rural and peripheral area – the Highlands and Islands – has a dynamic 
economic base with low unemployment and a high number of self-employed entrepreneurs 
(HIE, 2019). In a similar fashion, Austria’s rural areas achieve very high GDP values (EC, 2017). Their 
economic circumstances are mainly shaped by the innovative economic activities which are settled 
there, by their favourable location at traffic crossroads, and by their success as tourist areas. 
Sweden’s northern peripheral regions also score well in the EU’s regional innovation scoreboard 
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where merging innovative sectors such as bio-based industries (e.g., textiles, nature-based tourism 
and bioenergy) have experienced a rise in employment (NCM, 2020).

Table 1. Overview of a key set of socio-economic indicators in the analysed countries

Analysed countries Germany Austria Scotland Sweden
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Population density a) i) 235 108 70 25

Share of national population b) c) d) e) 35% 42% 23% 31% 31% 39% 41% 42% 15% 39% 41% 20%

Population change b) c) d) e) 0.9% 0.8% -0.8% 5.6% 3.6% 0.5% 5% 2.9% 1.8% 8.3% 3.9% 0.1%

Average old age coefficient b) c) d) e) j) 34 37 35 25 26 26 27 34 38 28 39 46

Old age coefficient change b) c) d) e) 0.1% 4.8% 3.9% 1.5% 7.9% 5.3% 10.6% 21.3% 21.1% 6.7% 12.9% 13.9%

Average share of national GDP f) k) 51% 36% 13% 36% 31% 33% 65% 27% 8% 57% 35% 8%

GDP change f) k) 2.2% 5.8% 7.2% 3.3% 1.1% 4.6% 2.3% 3.2% 1.4% 10.3% 3.4% 2.9%

Internet download speed (Mbps) g) l) 97 79 50 72 53 36 86 65 32 137 116 95

Source: authors’ calculation based on:
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) - Stichtag 31.12. - regionale Tiefe: Gemeinden).
c) Statistik Austria, Table debevstandjbab2002: Population at the beginning of the year since 2002 (regional status 
of 2020).
d) statistics.gov.scot, Table Population Estimates Summary (Current Geographic Boundaries).
e) Statistics Sweden, Table BE0101N1 Population by Region, marital status, age and sex. Year 1968-2020.
f) OECD.Stat, Table Gross Domestic Product, Small regions, TL3.
g) European Data Journalism Network, Average internet speed across Europe. 
Observations:
h) Following the OECD urban/rural typology.
i) Population per km2. Data only available for 2020.
j) Calculated as the ratio between the old inactive population (65 years and older) and the working population 
(20-64 years old). 
k) Data only available for 2008-2018 at NUTS-3 level.
l) Data only available for 2020.

All analysed countries face challenges in upholding SGIs in their rural areas. In Austria, there 
is an ongoing struggle in maintaining infrastructures, especially in shrinking and structurally weak 
rural areas. Indeed, the variety and quality of public services have been gradually reduced in many 
places. This is especially true for social and health facilities (Machold & Tamme, 2009; ÖROK, 
2020). Analogous to this, Sweden faces growing challenges in ensuring SGIs in its shrinking rural 
areas, not least because about 70% of municipal expenditures are financed by a direct municipal 
income tax (Wollmann, 2008). Last, local communities in northern Scotland have had to deal with 
special challenges for decades. Unplanned settlements in the countryside, the spatial structure 
of the islands and demographic change meant that new solutions had to be found early on to pre-
serve rural public services (Mose & Jacuniak-Suda, 2016).

The challenges of delivering SGIs in rural Europe

In this section, we detail the key challenges which impact the provision of the three selected SGIs 
in rural Europe (Table 2).



A review
 of the challenges and strategies of delivering services of general interest in European rural areas

85
Table 2. Overview of the key challenges in the studied SGIs* 

* The extent to which the studied countries are affected by a particular challenge is reflected in the size of the flags.
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Medical and nursing care

Especially in peripheral rural areas, securing medical and nursing care is increasingly difficult. The 
long distances that must be travelled is a significant factor which limits the population’s access 
to these services. Moreover, the low population density rises the cost, availability, and potentially 
also the quality of an SGI (Humer et al., 2015). Trends such as demographic change and urbaniza-
tion further exacerbate problems in providing health and nursing care (Richter et al., 2019). 

In essence, the pronounced ageing of the population in rural areas (see Table 1) is directly 
proportional to the demand on medical and nursing services. As this phenomenon is unlikely 
to reverse in the near future, the number of people suffering from complex, multiple, or age-related 
diseases will continue rise (CFS, 2013). In 2017, 28% of those aged 65 or older in Sweden already 
suffered from multiple chronic diseases. In Austria, this proportion reached 32%, in Germany 47% 
(OECD, 2020). This leads to a curious development, namely: while the sustainability of other SGIs 
is challenged by the decline of their demand groups, the capacity of medical and nursing care 
facilities risks being pushed to the limit, hence increasing the need to adapt by expanding (Schmitz-
Veltin, 2006). This challenge is furthered by societal changes occurring over the past decades. New 
family structures, a rise in the number of single households, and a decline in birth rates result 
in fewer informal care offers for the elderly being  provided within the family and circle of nearby 
relatives. At the same time, people increasingly expect to live in their own homes for as long as 
possible. As a result, not only is the general demand for medical and nursing care increasing, but so 
are the demands on their quality and versatility (Gruber, Fassmann & Humer, 2015).

In addition to challenges posed by demand, the supply of medical and nursing care is under 
increasing pressure. Particularly the declining number of youngsters in rural areas leads to a de-
cline in the critical mass required for financing this SGI. This sets already strained public budgets 
under even more pressure. The spatially imbalanced population development trends therefore 
also drive spatial inequalities in the distribution of medical and nursing care (Gruber et al., 2015). 
This has direct implications on labour force availability for nursing care in rural areas (OECD, 2020). 
Service providers in rural areas in general, and the northern regions of Sweden in particular, face 
difficulties in recruiting physicians. In Sweden, this process is aggravated by the Free Choice Reform  
– a policy provision which promotes a free establishment right for health care providers and which 
has generally led to a concentration of physicians in urban areas (OECD, 2017b).

The allocation problem described above is also exacerbated by demographic change. In the 
wake of the upcoming wave of retirements, a further decline in the availability of medical staff 
is expected, while the urge to find successors in rural areas becomes ever more pressing (Girard, 
2003). Moreover, an aging healthcare workforce creates additional challenges in delivering out-
patient care (OECD, 2017b) – a problem which is particularly prevalent in Germany (Kreiser, 2014; 
BMEL, 2020b) and Austria (OECD, 2019).

In addition to the afore-described workforce problem, there is a general shortage of specialists 
in both medical and nursing care. For example, Sweden relies on foreign-trained physicians to meet 
the demand for trained medical personnel. Even though the capacity of medical faculties in Sweden 
is growing, it is still increasing at a slower rate than the demand for physicians (OECD, 2017b). 

Similar staffing problems can be observed in nursing care. For example, in Austria, a high pro-
portion of outpatient care is provided informally by relatives, who, in turn, also require increasingly 
more support. However, the availability of informal care is expected to decline in the coming years, 
leading to an increased demand for formal care – i.e., hospital care, long-term care, and care for 
the elderly (Fernsebner-Kokert, Osztovics & Kovar, 2018).
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Taken together, the described challenges can lead to problems in the accessibility of medical 
and nursing care in rural areas. The long distances to the closest care facility and long waiting times 
for treatments are key issues to be overcome in securing the provision of this SGI (OECD, 2020).

Fire and rescue services

A wide range of actors are involved in delivering fire and rescue services – e.g., firefighters, paramedics, 
or specialised support services. Our focus in this paper is on volunteer firefighters as local first line 
responders to fires and emergencies. In Germany and Austria, rural firefighting is highly decentralised 
and is mainly delivered by volunteers, which constitute 95% and 99% of the national firefighting force 
respectively (ÖBFV, 2017; DFV, 2018). Moreover, the local fire service is also an integral part of the 
social fabric of many German and Austrian villages (DFV, 2020). In contrast to this, in the UK, a mix 
of full-time, part-time and volunteer firefighters provides this SGI, while firefighting is perceived 
as a state-delivered service in its own right (Halliday, Asthana, Hewson & Gibson, 2013). Scotland’s 
volunteer and part-time firefighters comprise 45% of the firefighting force (SFRS, 2018a), with the 
remainder 55% of the firefighters working as full-time employees.

In the analysed countries, shifts in the demographic structure and labour market inevitably 
impact the service’s dependability, but also lead to changes in people’s readiness to engage in de-
livering the service (SG, 2016; Geier, 2017; Clar, Löschner, Nordbeck, Fischer & Thaler, 2021). One 
of the most palpable effects of demographic change is the steadily shrinking number of volunteer 
(and, in Scotland, retained) firefighters. This phenomenon is particularly prevalent in Germany and 
in Scotland, where the number of volunteer and retained firefighters has dropped by 3% and 7% 
respectively since 2011 (ÖBFV, 2017; DFV, 2018). In Austria, on the other hand, while the number 
of active firefighters has remained constant, little attention has been warranted to the long-term 
implications of demographic change in natural hazard risk planning. Particularly problematic is the 
rising share of the elderly in affected communities and the practical difficulties associated with 
their rescue (Clar et al., 2021). In fact, all three countries highlight the salience of adapting the 
emergency response system to natural disasters, pointing out at the increasing number of inci-
dents caused by climate change – for instance, floods, severe storms, or forest/grassland fires 
(ÖBFV, 2015; AGBF Bund & DFV, 2020; DStGB & DFV, 2020; SFRS, 2020a).

A second broader societal process impacting volunteer firefighting organisations is the chang-
ing nature of civic engagement. The recruitment and retaining of motivated volunteer and part-
time staff in these organisations are indispensable. Nonetheless, a number of aspects intrinsic to 
the job stand to overburden firefighters. First of all, the work itself is psychically and physically 
demanding when compared to other civic engagement areas (e.g., sport associations). A second 
aspect is the implicit requirement to commit to rigorous initial and ongoing training alongside 
a full-time job (Mitchell & Henderson, 2018; Olk, 2018). A third factor is the rather atypical top-
down, to a certain extent militarist organisational model employed in the firefighting services 
(Buchner, 2014), a model which is by-and-large at odds with the deliberative values underpinning 
contemporary liberal societies. Taken together, the afore-mentioned encumbering factors stand to 
erode firefighters’ motivation to join or remain active in the service. Studies show that the effects 
of these processes are particularly discernible in Germany (BMI, 2010) and in Scotland (Maclean, 
2002; Halliday et al., 2013).

The effects of the afore-mentioned broad societal processes bring about operational 
challenges for the fire services. A first challenge stems from the increased workforce mobility, 
with people living in the rural areas of Germany, Austria, and Scotland generally having longer 
commutes (Statistik Austria, 2015; NRS, 2016; BBSR, 2020). In some places, this trend has rendered 
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firefighters’ day-time availability as unattainable (see for instance BBSR, 2009; OÖL, 2012; Mitchell 
& Henderson, 2018). This issue is ever more salient in places with relatively few employers (Meier 
& Barth, 2007).

A second operational challenge relates to financial sustainability. Rising costs in the running and 
upgrading of the service, together with an increase in the number and the complexity of interventions 
bring about financial difficulties in safe-guarding a comprehensive physical presence of fire and 
rescue services (see for instance ÖBFV, 2019). With financial efficiency often enshrined as a central 
principle in running the service (e.g. SG, 2016), debates about downsizing and spatial concentration 
of facilities and functions have been ongoing in all three analysed countries.

Post-school education

In post-school education and training, demographic change has far-reaching consequences for the 
maintenance of vocational schools, colleges, and further education centres in rural regions (OECD, 
2021). Young people are leaving rural regions in search of better education and training opportu-
nities, thus furthering local demographic challenges (see Table 1). In the light of this, educational 
institutions in rural regions have the potential to become a decisive local development asset. Their 
benefits are threefold: they guarantee training and qualification, they are a cornerstone in eco-
nomic development, and they can shape a region into a positive place of learning.

Lifelong learning is also seen as an indispensable factor by policy-makers, even though invest-
ments in human capital do not automatically attract businesses (Jonda, 2009). Universities are also 
considered to be a source of knowledge for innovations, as they absorb external knowledge and 
disseminate it across the region. Close cooperation between universities and companies is hence 
crucial for the successful implementation of new innovations (Peer & Penker, 2016). However, 
in the light of demographic changes, it is essential that skills which are in local demand are trained 
on site (Jonda, 2009). Nonetheless, educational institutions cannot act as the sole drivers in stim-
ulating regional recovery efforts. This process also requires additional infrastructure, investments, 
and the support of regional actors (Peer & Penker, 2016; Pinheiro, Šima, Young & Kohoutek, 2018).

A key issue however remains the high centrality of higher education institutions which renders 
them less accessible to those living in areas with lower population density (Humer et al., 2015).  
As people need to travel further to reach these services, access may, access may be hindered 
by a lack of adequate transport infrastructure and broadband services (Pavis, Platt & Hubbard, 
2000). Another challenge is posed by a change in paradigm, as skill-focused learning and the 
support of individual educational pathways is increasingly replacing rigid, degree-based education 
(Daheim, Wintermann, Glenn, Korn & Schoon, 2019). Such opportunities are significantly more 
limited in rural areas in comparison to large cities.

In all studied countries, attracting skilled workers through place marketing strategies is a key 
approach in overcoming regional disparities.  Nonetheless, even in rural areas with a strong 
economy (e.g., in Germany), companies face difficulties in recruiting adequately skilled workers. 
This is exacerbated by rapid technological change and shifts in the labour market, which 
reinforce the importance of training opportunities throughout a person’s working life (Giacometti 
& Cuadrado, 2020). Yet the intensifying pace of labour market transformations (e.g., through the 
digitalisation of the workplace, sector shifts) renders it increasingly difficult for education systems 
and individuals to stay connected for the skills they need (HIE, 2015). The continuous learning 
of new skills is ultimately essential for thriving societies, economies, and for individuals’ self-
actualization (Ferrara & Nisticò, 2015; Giacometti & Cuadrado, 2020).Directly linked to this is the 
challenge of aligning the labour demands of the economy with the educational offers of regional 
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providers. On the one hand, this generates vertical mismatches – i.e., when skill levels are either 
too high (overqualified) or too low (underqualified) relative to the available jobs (Cedefop, 2019). 
On the other hand, horizontal mismatches occur when workers are employed in a different field 
than the one in which they have specialised (OECD, 2017a). Thus, communication between the 
different actors and sectors of the education system is also a key challenge of this area of SGI 
(Giacometti & Cuadrado, 2020). Moreover, vocational training schools often lack the technical 
equipment required to teach specific skills which are sought on the labour market.

A particularly relevant structural aspect in this SGI is the expenditure on public education, 
which differs significantly between the analysed countries. In Germany and Austria, below-average 
public spending is coupled with above-average private spending, ultimately leading to above-
average education levels. In Scotland, the average public spending on education, coupled with 
low employer contributions results in an above-average provision of private education. In Sweden, 
public spending is above average. Here, although employer’s participation in education is low, 
vocational education enjoys a higher status, ultimately leading to above-average education levels 
(Busemeyer, 2014).

Innovative approaches and new strategies 

In light of the afore-described socio-demographic and economic changes sweeping across rural 
areas in the past decades, a variety of strategic and operative approaches have emerged in order to 
maintain and adapt the quality of SGIs. Such approaches have been embedded in sectoral and ter-
ritorial development policies alike. Strategic approaches take local specificities and endogenousas-

  

Figure 2. Main adaptation strategies in response to socio-demographic changes in rural areas 
The thickness of the lines represents the frequency of occurrences from 1 (thin) to 3 (thick). The dashed lines 

represent links between three adaptation strategies
Source: own representation based on Gatzweiler et al. (2006) and Albrecht et al. (2011).
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sets into account, enabling a constant reorganisation not only of key processes and structures, but 
also of the relations between  key actors (public, private, and civil society) and their roles in the 
governance of SGIs (Santinha, 2016).  In many places, these shifts have taken place under the 
auspice of demographic change. The mid to long-term success of these strategies and approaches 
usually relates to a newly enabled economic viability which is facilitated by improvements in ac-
cessibility, a balanced relationship between supply and demand, and an improved operational 
efficiency thanks to better coordination among involved actors. 

In what follows, we discuss the main adaptation strategies of SGIs in rural areas and showcase 
the interrelations between them (Fig. 2). We ground this in a review of existing approaches in our 
three selected SGIs (Table 3).

Redesigning the accessibility of SGI 

Digitalisation is a particularly prominent approach in improving the accessibility of SGIs in many 
rural regions (Chartier et al., 2021). Coupled with new transport and mobility solutions (car shar-
ing, smartphone-app solutions, automatic-logarithmic routing, autonomous driving), rural regions 
can widen their physical and digital connectedness which in turn offers new opportunities for their 
population and enterprises. 

Innovative approaches that address the accessibility of physical facilities, especially in medical 
and nursing care and education, are often found in mobility services. Examples include the use 
of patient and community buses or the establishment of ride-sharing benches and services. Such 
approaches have been tested in Sweden, Scotland, Austria, and Germany (e.g.: BMVI, 2015; 
Lindgren & Berg, 2017) and usually involve digitalised booking and routing systems. This increases 
the efficiency of the transport service and enables the match-making between offered rides and 
existing demand. 

In medical and nursing care, e-health applications offer promising opportunities in remote 
regions. Sweden can be considered a pioneer in this area, due to its long history of adopting dig-
ital health applications with public-private support (Thiel et al., 2018). Typically, the public sector 
owns the relevant infrastructure, while private actors develop appropriate e-health devices and 
applications. These innovations aim to treat and monitor patients over long distances, enabling 
them access to care services from their home. This includes, for example, counselling services via 
telephone and video consultations, or the collection and analysis of health-related patient data via 
sensors and apps, which in turn are directly connected to the health centre (Andersson, Hadnagy, 
Forsling & Berggren, 2019). In the field of outpatient care, the use of ‘information and commu-
nications technology’ (e.g., video consultations or cameras for night-time monitoring) offers an 
increased sense of security for patients, while also relieving the professional and family caregiv-
ers (Blusi, Dalin & Jong, 2014; Fagerström, Tuvesson, Axelsson & Nilsson, 2017; Andersson et al., 
2019). Another strategy to increase accessibility is the establishment of central community centres 
where patients can contact doctors and other distant health centres via tele-medical infrastruc-
ture. This service helps prevent the exclusion of patients who do not own digital devices or lack 
the skills to use them. While such services are common in Sweden, the testing of e-health has 
only been picking up during the past years in Germany and Austria (Ammenwerth et al., 2018; 
Berghöfer, Auschra, Deisner & Sydow, 2020; Schweitzer, Huber, Gorfer & Hörbst, 2020). 

For fire and rescue services, the advent of digital tools has significantly improved the operation-
al administration, creating the premises for a more efficient management of appliances and per-
sonnel. In all three studied countries, the digitalisation of central alerting functions (e.g., through 
emergency control centres) is a long-completed project. This enables an efficient and reliable alert-
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ing and deployment of firefighters. Digital tools also aid the coordination between different organ-
isations responding to an incident, be it through systems, which gather information on available 
resources, or through maps, which facilitate access to, and display relevant assets at a scene, such 
as fire hydrants. Yet as interventions gain in complexity and citizens’ self-help potential is rather 
limited, there is an expectation that organisations which coordinate interventions will expand their 
current role of information conveyors to organisations with an increased role in the processing and 
dissemination of information, with responsibilities potentially expanding into the health service 
(AGBF Bund & DFV, 2020; DFV, 2020).

In post-school education, the availability of e-learning is rests on the availability of broadband 
internet. Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC), for instance, while not explicitly intended for rural 
areas, do open up new possibilities for location-independent learning (Lambert, 2020). This ena-
bles access to high-quality education in remote areas. In recent years, the democratisation of ed-
ucation has gone hand in hand with the new possibilities enabled throhugh e-learning (Schröder, 
2016; Blayone, van Oostveen, Barber, DiGiuseppe & Childs, 2017). Equal access to broadband is 
hence more relevant than ever (see Table 1). European programmes like TIBL (Technical Innovation 
in Blended Learning) also open up new opportunities for lifelong learning through digital means 
(Mazohl, Ossiannilsson & Makl, 2018). Moreover, digital solutions can also provide individualised 
learning opportunities via apps. This enables the independent acquisition of language skills (Nushi 
& Eqbali, 2017), resulting in a faster integration of foreigners into the labour market. This solution 
has the potential to address the growing problem of skilled labour scarcity in rural regions. Fur-
thermore, online formats can also tie in with the digitalisation of the world of work by enabling 
the location-independent training of skilled workers, as is the case in continuous medical training 
(Ellaway & Masters, 2008). Digital forms of learning decisively contribute to the lifelong learning of 
diverse target groups (Isaksson, Garvare, Johnson, Kuttainen & Pareigis, 2015). Until recently, prac-
tical skills could only be trained at central locations where appropriate equipment was available. 
Virtual reality overcomes the distance problem by enabling the digital training of practical skills 
on a wide range of industrial equipment (Spilski, Lachmann, Schlittmeier & Makhkamova, 2019). 
The successful establishment of digital options in the education or health sectors relies on the in-
volvement of new experts and advisors, who can open up access to digital offers to a diverse target 
public (Valokivi, Carlo, Kvist & Outila, 2021). 

Restructuring and resizing the infrastructure for SGI delivery

The restructuring and resizing of SGIs can unfold new concepts of decentralization as well as centralization 
and should be strongly oriented towards local conditions and needs (Krajewski & Steinführer, 2020).

In medical care, a small-scale concentrated network of multi-professional centres (employ-
ing, for example, physicians, rehabilitation specialists, and nurses) has the potential to secure the 
provision of rural populations. In Sweden, the first such centres were established in the 1970s 
and now form the most important pillar of Swedish primary care (BMVI, 2016; Ewers, Schaepe, 
Hämel & Schaeffer, 2018). Germany also applies the small-scale concentration model in primary 
care provision. This results in a network of medical care centres, health centres, and group prac-
tices. This increases the quality of care by enabling a closely coordinated treatment delivered by 
different professions. The availability of various medical services in one place also helps bridge 
the long distances which might otherwise need to be travelled. Furthermore, the model offers 
family physicians fixed work contracts and the option for part-time work. In Germany, these are 
significant improvements over the traditional self-employed model (BMVI, 2016). The inclusion 
of digital solutions in such centres can also facilitate decentralised access to concentrated exper-
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tise. Swedish digital health centres are a good example in this sense. These platforms bundle the 
expertise of various specialists, ensuring that patients receive the best possible medical advice 
(Andersson et al., 2019; Meißner, 2020).

In the area of nursing care, there is a long-established trend in strengthening outpatient care 
and the informal care sector. In this context, a general trend towards privatization and the devel-
opment of new types of care services that complement the traditional care infrastructure can be 
observed. One such example is the concept of social farming, delivered through farms that are 
certified to provide elderly care. This approach is advantageous for both sides: farmers secure 
another source of income, while the elderly are integrated into everyday life on the farm, receiving 
care in a familiar and appealing environment. This approach is mainly found in Austria, but is also 
currently piloted in Germany (Busch, 2020; Gramm, Giuliani & Hoffmann, 2020).

The restructuring of fire and rescue services is in most cases a balancing act between two key 
parameters, namely: the impending procedural demand of reducing the operational and develop-
ment costs while, on the other hand, fulfilling the legal demands of upholding and, where needed, 
enhancing the system’s capacity to respond to incidents. A fundamental factor which shapes the 
spatial distribution and level of equipment of the fire stations in Germany and in some regions 
in Austria (Burgenland, Upper Austria) is the statutory period of time in which firefighters are 
required to respond to incidents. To enable the upholding of these times, German and Austrian 
federal states have a number of statutory instruments to their disposal. A first such adjustment en-
ables commuting firefighters to enrol in two local fire stations – i.e., one at home and one at work. 
This nonetheless only marginally addresses the issue of daytime availability during working days. 
A second adjustment is the design of a hierarchy of fire stations, which serves as a ground for 
directing strategic investments. A third and final adjustment is introducing a compulsory member-
ship to the local fire brigade by order of the mayor. Nonetheless, given the lack of motivation and 
potential for conflict, this is an approach that neither local authorities, nor the fire brigades desire.

Securing the service provision can also be achieved through supra-local strategic planning and 
coordination. In this sense, a number of publicly funded pilot projects in Germany have sought to 
foster inter-municipal firefighting plans. Such plans consider the existing inventory and capacity of 
the local fire services (particularly during the day), population projections, the reach of the fire ser-
vice into the built-up areas, the financial feasibility for the local budget, and ultimately the political 
palatability for implementation (Albrecht, 2015; BBSR, 2009). 

In Scotland, the establishment of the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service (SFRS) has brought 
about a number of profound changes, and serves as a good example for overlapping approaches, 
namely horizontal coordination, resizing and restructuring infrastructures and digital solutions (see 
Figure 2). Strategic interventions focused on creating a streamlined central structure with integrated 
administrative, IT and training systems. In the upcoming years, more profound operational 
changes are foreseen in the crewing model used in Retained Duty System (RDS) and volunteer fire 
stations, a move which is complemented by the purchasing of rapid intervention vehicles during 
core times (in a bid to cut the costs associated with maintaining a comprehensive, geographically 
dispersed fleet). Fire station closures and the removal of appliances are also an integral part of the 
proposed transformation, which comes bundled with a redesigned management structure that 
is tailored to rural areas (SFRS, 2018b; 2019). At the time of writing (May, 2021), these operational 
decisions are still subject to public debate and are yet to be fully implemented. Nonetheless, a key 
point of critique is that the service is less responsive in rural areas, with average response times 
increasing over the past years (SFRS, 2020b).



A review of the challenges and strategies of delivering services of general interest in European rural areas 93

Multifunctional physical facilities can be observed in the concentration of post-school edu-
cational offers in rural areas. While further education is typically offered during the day, leisure 
learning can take place in the evening hours. This extended use of educational facilities is par-
ticularly important in rural areas insofar as the buildings’ financial feasibility is concerned. Local 
needs and ideas from civil society and the private sector could open up innovation centres which 
bring new stimuli to rural communities and bundle knowledge into one place. Shared concepts 
with decentralised locations also help civil society organisations and government agencies spread 
across remote rural regions. Linking decentralised educational institutions with e-learning offers 
can enrich the diversity of educational offers in rural areas (Hussain, Wang & Rahim, 2013). On the 
one hand, this leads to a concentration of the development of teaching concepts with an enhanced 
quality. On the other hand, this approach keeps the offers within people’s reach. The University 
of the Highlands and Islands in Scotland and Dalarna University in Sweden have been implement-
ing decentralised and remote teaching programmes for many years (Rennie, 2003; Giglio, 2019). 

Redefining SGI delivery coordination for intensified coproduction

Reconfiguring interactions and responsibilities between authorities in the administrative structure 
of the state and state-owned entities (vertical coordination) as well as integrating actors from the 
private, voluntary, and community sector for the provision of basic services and infrastructure 
(horizontal coordination) constitutes a third approach for adapting to socio-demographic challeng-
es. This new configuration of interactions currently plays the central role in ensuring the provision 
of SGIs (ARL, 2016).

In medical and nursing care, the coordination for intensified coproduction occurs in both hori-
zontal and vertical dynamics. Eliminating the sectoral separation between medical and nursing 
care in rural areas is a key move. One concept for overcoming this boundary is the use of commu-
nity nurses. A trained family health nurse visits patients at home, acting as a first point of contact 
in monitoring the health status. Nurses are trained to make minor diagnoses and interventions, 
and perform essential preventive care. Community nurses help relieve the burden on rural doctors, 
act as a main link between patients and specialists (e.g., doctors, other nursing staff, hospitals, 
or healthcare providers), and help facilitate access to care by eliminating journeys that patients 
would otherwise have to travel. This approach involves links between horizontal coordination, 
redesigned accessibility, and restructuring infrastructures (see Figure 2). The solution is already 
established in Sweden, and is also piloted in Germany and Austria (Neumann, Gierling & Dietzel, 
2014; BMVI, 2015, 2016; Josefsson & Peltonen, 2015; Ewers et al., 2018;).

In addition to this, new vertical models of coordination and cooperation have also emerged. 
One prominent approach in Sweden is the involvement of key healthcare stakeholders (e.g., mu-
nicipalities, professionals, public health specialists, local enterprises, scientists) and target groups 
(e.g., patients) in the development of innovative approaches to medical and nursing care. To this 
end, the Swedish region of Norrbotten has created a platform that offers support in the further 
development of possible solutions to challenges within the healthcare system. From initial consul-
tation to testing the idea in practice, the provision and design of healthcare is interactive, collabo-
rative and offers opportunities for stakeholders to participate in their coproduction. This also ena-
bles the joint development of measures targeting rural areas (BMVI, 2015; Cedergren et al., 2021).

For fire and rescue services, three key aspects are relevant. First, the support of local compa-
nies and local administrations, which rely on volunteer and retained firefighters, is fundamental 
in volunteer-based firefighting systems. Yet it is often that this support is either insufficient or taken 
for granted. Policy recommendations in Germany make the case for campaigns which emphasise 
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the benefits of employing trained volunteers (BMI, 2010), while in Scotland the need for publicly 
acknowledging companies which offer their support has been highlighted (HM FSI, 2020).

A second key aspect concerns the strengthening of horizontal coordination between different 
groups of existing and potential stakeholders in firefighting. The declining numbers of those willing 
to volunteer for the fire service in Germany and Scotland mandate solutions which increase the 
population’s awareness of the volunteer and civic aspect of the firefighting system. A widespread 
approach in addressing this is the betterment of the links between fire brigades and other 
associations. A particularly relevant target group are the youth, to whom firefighting is presented 
as a purposeful free time activity. While in Germany and Austria, youth and children’s fire-fighters 
are established institutions integral to volunteer fire brigades, many Scottish firefighters work with 
youth clubs to enthuse the young about their field. Often, such projects have a social dimension, 
as the clubs also offer services for at-risk children and teenagers.

Last, it must be pointed out that besides demographic challenges, the challenges faced by vol-
unteer-based firefighting models are rooted in the shifting policy landscape. Most importantly, 
the immaterial value of volunteering for the firefighting service appears to have been at places 
lost in discussions about potentially remunerating firefighters. Nonetheless, studies argue that it is 
much more important that firefighters’ readiness to help others is openly acknowledged by the 
local community. Research conducted in all the studied contexts show that this acknowledgement 
must not be expressed through forms of direct payment, but rather through material and imma-
terial incentives. Beyond distinctions, and small material compensations offered locally (Wolter, 
2011; Stielike & Vos, 2015), a paramount condition for upholding firefighters’ motivation is offering 
modern and well-kitted work facilities (Müller, 2009).

Cooperation and coordination among relevant stakeholders can also be increasingly observed 
in post-school education. An example of horizontal cooperation are the regional development 
centres found in Sweden. There, universities and surrounding municipalities work closely together 
to increase the quality of education (Ljungberg & McKelvey, 2015). The cooperation between 
universities and local companies is also increasingly important (Lindelöf & Löfsten, 2004; Baraldi, 
Forsberg & Severinsson, 2013; Bektas & Tayauova, 2014). These strengthen the development 
of curricula relevant to the labour market and practical phases during training. Another example 
of successful cooperation is Akademi Norr in Northern Sweden. There, municipalities have 
established an educational region which facilitates the cooperation with universities, promoting the 
establishment of satellite locations in their area (Wallén, Garberg, Bäcklin, Hedman & Einebrant-
Lundén, 2020).

Rural regions in particular will depend on tailor-made educational offers to fill the gaps in the 
local labour market. Contributing to the fulfilling of this aim is the opening of universities to the 
wider population. This concept is trialled in Germany through the initiative of open universities. 
This aims to change the image of the university from a degree-oriented institution to an institution 
for lifelong learning (Buß, Erbsland, Rahn & Pohlenz, 2018). This can be achieved through joint 
events or open labs where academics, entrepreneurs, and citizens work together on a topic of rel-
evance for the region. These collaborations enable a strong link between local needs and applied 
research (Duh & Kos, 2016).
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Table 3. Overview of the different approaches to solutions in the maintenance of the studied SGIs *

* The extent to which the study countries already use the respective approaches is reflected in the size of the flags.
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Taken together, the examples we analyse show that cooperation between different actors 
can secure the quality of SGIs in peripheral rural regions. Cooperation between municipalities 
is a worthwhile strategy, especially when budgets are limited (Gruber, Rauhut & Humer, 2017). 
Cooperation between state institutions and the voluntary sector, as practiced by the fire brigades 
in Germany, Austria, and Scotland, must be supported and valued by state institutions (BLE, 2013). 
Finally, the changing distribution of roles between actors involved in the provision of SGIs also 
carries the risk of shifting excessive responsibility for their design and delivery to civil society and 
overburdening local communities and the third sector.

In summary, the innovative solutions and new strategic approaches usually appear combined 
in different degrees of configuration and interwovenness in practical examples and innovative 
projects of the named SGI areas. The links between the different adaptation strategies in Figure 
2 showcase that practical examples and innovative projects generally combine two or more ap-
proaches to try and meet local or regional challenges. These adaptation strategies mirror the com-
plexity and needs of stakeholders and adjust to the territorial specificities in question. 

Conclusions

In this paper we set out to explore the challenges and adaptations of providing SGIs in European 
rural areas. We commenced by making a theoretical argument which depicts the notion of SGI as 
a fuzzy normative policy construct with multiple facets and sub-domains. We argue that the no-
tion’s intrinsic complexity can only be grasped through contextualised understandings. We make 
the theoretical case for doing so by delineating the key factors which have led to shifts in SGI 
provision in rural areas. We hence show that SGI provision is not necessarily problematic per se, 
but rather that the market-based demand-driven model which currently underpins its logic is at 
odds with the consequences of demographic changes and economic challenges in many rural areas 
(Fassmann et al., 2015).

We then proceed to analyse the key challenges and the solutions for overcoming these chal-
lenges for three different SGIs across four European countries. All in all, our analysis shows that 
different solutions are applied to similar problems across European countries (see Table 2 and 
Table 3). Simply put, there is no magic bullet for adapting SGIs in rural areas, as these challenges 
are context-bound and hence manifest themselves differently.

In spite of this variance, a number of key observations can be drawn. A first aspect relates to 
demographic change. This process has pushed medical and firefighting systems to their limits, both 
by heightening demand and by diminishing the number of qualified specialists. Digital Health Care 
Centres are a tried and tested solution in Sweden, being particularly successful in improving the 
working conditions for the medical staff and reducing the numbers of required on-site personnel. 
Firefighters, on the other hand, have to grapple with youth out-migration, which poses a key chal-
lenge in retaining and recruiting young firefighters. Last, the territorially-concentrated organisa-
tion of education institutions has been a traditional barrier for rural development. A decentralised 
organisational model coupled with e-learning (as practiced in Scotland and Sweden) come forth 
as viable solutions for curtailing outward-migration.

A second aspect concerns the shifts in the provision models in the face of societal changes. 
This has led to an increased demand for professional medical care which can no longer be provided 
preponderantly by relatives. A model practiced in Sweden (and piloted in Germany and Austria) 
enables community nurses to cover some of that demand. As far as firefighting is concerned, efforts 
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are made in all analysed countries to increase the awareness of the crucial role that volunteer 
firefighters play in the society. In the field of education, the digitalisation of the work environment 
has put the spotlight on the importance of life-long learning. To respond to this, educational 
institutions must shed their rigid structures and become regional providers of individualised 
education pathways which go beyond degree courses.

A third factor involves the long distances which characterise rural territories and which pose 
a fundamental challenge for all analysed SGIs. Plainly put, the inflow of medical professionals 
is forestalled (as distances are seen to decrease the attractiveness of a place), firefighters find it 
difficult to attend to daytime incidents (as their commutes are long), and the equitable access to 
centralised services such as universities is hampered (particularly by poor public transport and 
broadband infrastructure). Digital solutions can offer a variety of new opportunities to overcome 
distance by enabling the virtual presence of professionals and remote delivery of some SGIs.

Fourth, the analysed SGIs themselves feature their own challenges. For instance, the procure-
ment of physical assets required by fire brigades, but also by vocational schools lies beyond the 
financial reach of many smaller local authorities. Inter-municipal cooperation and joint strategy 
making are promising approaches to increase the efficiency of SGIs. Another notable example con-
cerns the mismatch between the offered qualifications and the demands on the labour market. 
Addressing this requires a close cooperation between training providers and local companies. 

Last, we observe that in the practical division of labour between users and providers, the 
boundaries between public and private have become blurred. Effective service delivery today in-
volves more network management and multi-level planning by both groups of actors than purely 
sovereign regulatory tasks (Krajewski & Steinführer, 2020). Correspondingly, government agencies 
are increasingly taking on the role of coordinators between the different actors in the multi-level 
governance system (BMEL, 2020a). Chartier et al. (2021) also use the term ‘inclusive governance’ 
in this context, which would lead to a strengthening of territorial multi-level approaches.

As market logics fall short in many rural areas, and as governmental bodies run tight budgets, 
we view civic engagement as a key mechanism for maintaining SGIs. The key conclusion we can 
draw from our research is that the establishment of a suitable full-time support system for civically 
organised initiatives is a salient factor which contributes to the long-term sustainability of projects 
seeking to improve the provision of particular SGIs. Beyond an adequate financing of private ac-
tors, it is essential to consider the ongoing involvement of experts who could aid the long-term 
implementation of newly developed solutions (de Haan, Meier, Haartsen & Strijker, 2018).

While not our explicit focus in this paper, we acknowledge that research on the provision 
of SGIs in rural Europe in 2021 cannot ignore the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has been 
exerting on SGI adaptation and transformation processes. Most notably, the importance of soli-
darity-based health provision beyond business efficiency has come back into focus. Moreover, the 
sudden en-masse adoption of digital solutions in e-health and e-learning have conferred them 
a wider acceptance (Valokivi et al., 2021). However, such responses are not a panacea, as they fall 
short of providing tailored solutions to the different needs of rural areas in Europe. We believe 
that advances in digitalisation must be accompanied by innovative measures and strategies which 
address the usability of these new tools in the face of new societal demands. Co-production in the 
interaction of government, local authorities, civil society organisations, and private companies will 
continue to be an indispensable process in addressing the challenges of maintaining SGIs. 
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