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The PARI’s objectives in a nutshell

The PARI -  PAths for Rural Innovation project is a
two-year action that is supported by the European
Commission in the framework of the Single Market
Programme (SMP). Started in September 2024, PARI
intends to facilitate the setup or the consolidation in
rural areas of a specific sort of clusters, named
Clusters of Social and Ecological Innovation (CSEIs). 
Clusters are experiences of convergence of resources
from different sources, aimed at pursuing objectives
that could not be achieved by individual actors with
the same success. Clusters may have different
natures: industrial clusters, territorial clusters,
economic clusters, sectoral clusters. 
CSEIs, in turn, represent a special case...

CSEIs, as they go beyond sectors or silo approaches,
and aim at gathering resources of different nature to
improve the systemic capacity to respond to social and
environmental challenges through targeted innovation
paths. 

Consistently, the PARI project aims at identifying and
implementing pathways to accelerate the creation of
CSEIs in rural areas, through the improvement of
capacities and operational frameworks for social
economy actors, in partnership with local authorities,
entrepreneurial actors and other players, in the
partner territories.

Looking Back, Looking Ahead... 

The PARI project continues to build knowledge and
connections across its partner territories. Following
the Capacity Building workshop in Belgium and the
mission to Torres Vedras (Portugal), the project's
third transnational study visit took place in
Östergötland, Sweden, on 4–5 September 2025.
In this issue, we report on the key takeaways from
the mission to Linköping and Söderköping, two cities
in the Östergötland region. 

The visit offered an immersive journey into Sweden's
distinct culture of trust and cooperation, exploring
what clusters mean in practice, how they form, and
what conditions help them thrive.
The Östergötland mission brought together project
partners and stakehiolders from Belgium, Sweden,
Spain and Portugal, along with local experts and
practitioners. Through study visits, presentations and
open dialogue, participants explored concrete
examples of social and ecological innovation and
discussed their implications for the broader PARI
analysis of Clusters for Social and Ecological
Innovation (CSEIs). 

https://www.revesnetwork.eu/project/pari/


The Cluster Ladder: Cooperation at Every Scale

One of the most practically useful concepts introduced
during the mission was the Cluster Ladder, that is a
framework for understanding how cooperation takes shape
across different scales, from the most informal micro-
cluster up to multinational networks.
At the base of the ladder are microclusters: small, often
informal groupings of actors in close proximity who
collaborate around a shared focus. Examples explored
during the visit included a farm shop, a microbrewery and
an artist producing a joint seasonal brochure; or a group of
companies offering integrated hiking experiences (such as
accommodation, food and different activities) to visitors.
These are not formal entities. They are relationships that
create collective value without requiring institutional
structure.
Moving up the ladder, clusters at municipal or inter-
municipal level begin to involve more formal coordination
for complex activitiers such as joint destination
management, shared marketing across farm shops and
rural cafés, or collaborative tourism routes spanning
multiple administrations. 

At national and multinational levels, clusters take on
the character of branded networks, strategic
platforms, and cross-border innovation partnerships.

The ladder is not prescriptive: clusters may transcend
any of these boundaries, and there is no obligation to
'climb.' What matters is the quality of cooperation and
the value generated for the actors involved and for
the wider community.

This framing resonates directly with the CSEI definition
developed in the PARI project. 

Whether a cluster is built around
ecological food production,
community well-being, cultural
heritage, or circular economy, its
defining feature is the deliberate
integration of social and
ecological goals into its
cooperative model.

What Makes Clusters Succeed?
Participants at the Östergötland mission engaged with a set of enabling conditions identified through cluster
research and confirmed by the Swedish experiences observed during the visit. Across scales and sectors, the
following factors consistently emerged:

Trust first! Productive cooperation begins with people knowing and trusting one another. In Sweden's high-
trust cultural context, this enables collaboration to function informally, without heavy procedural overhead.
Room to test and fail. Innovation thrives where ideas can be tried without the expectation of immediate
perfection. A culture of experimentation is a prerequisite for creativity.
Public support, not public control. Municipal and regional authorities play a vital enabling role — providing
resources, legitimacy, and facilitation — but cluster vitality depends on the autonomy and energy of its
members.
Local anchoring. The most resilient clusters draw on the unique conditions, stories, and assets of their specific
place. Imported models rarely succeed without deep local adaptation

The Mission to 
Östergötland

Location :

Duration :

Focus Areas :

Söderköping and Linköping, Östergötland Region, Sweden

4-5 September, 2025

Public procurement and financing for the social economy; social and
ecological innovation clusters; cooperative development and trust-
based collaboration

Östergötland is one of Sweden's most populated regions, home to approximately 472,000 inhabitants across 13
municipalities. 
Its landscape ranges from dense urban centres and
highly productive farmland to deep forests and a vast
archipelago, a diversity that directly shapes the character
and scale of innovation clusters found there.
The region's capital, Linköping, hosts a leading technical
university and several innovation clusters, while the
economy draws strength from advanced manufacturing,
life sciences, and sustainable food production.
Söderköping, by contrast, is a smaller historic town that
has developed a remarkable identity as a hub of
cooperative enterprise and community-driven
sustainability.



A recurring theme of the Östergötland mission was the question that opened the visit's conceptual framework:
what exactly is the countryside? The answer, as Region Östergötland's work demonstrates, depends entirely on
the question being asked.
The region has developed a sophisticated place typology, that is a grid-based geographic analysis that goes
beyond administrative boundaries to capture population density, commuting patterns, land use, economic
activity, and access to services. This produces seven distinct categories of place, from inner urban areas to
sparsely populated rural heartlands, each with its own dynamics, challenges, and cluster potential.

What is the ‘countryside’? 
The importance of place typology

This tool has direct relevance for PARI. 
By mapping geography at a fine-grained level, it
becomes possible to identify micro-clusters of
businesses, associations, and community actors
that might be invisible within broader statistical
categories. 
These informal networks are often where social
and ecological innovation first takes root and
where support, if well-targeted, can make the
greatest difference.
The message is clear: place-based strategies
must be built on a nuanced understanding of
what each place actually is, not assumed from its
administrative label

What tools can be used to support the relationship
between public authorities and the social
economy?
In Sweden, the public procurement framework
offers several mechanisms through which
municipalities and regions can actively support
social economy actors, including the use of social
considerations as award criteria, special contract
conditions (such as requirements for inclusive
employment), divided contracts to increase
accessibility for smaller organisations, and reserved
contracts for enterprises with democratic
ownership or value-based purposes.

Public Authorities as
Enabling Stakeholders

These instruments, while not unique to Sweden, are consistently applied in Östergötland in ways that create
concrete opportunities for cooperatives, associations, and work-integration social enterprises. Examples
discussed during the visit included municipalities requiring employment opportunities for people with disabilities
as a condition of contracts for cleaning, gardening, and laundry services.

The concept of Idéburet Offentligt Partnerskap (IOP), translated as Civil Society–Public Partnership, represents
an innovative financing instrument: it is not a legal category but a flexible model that allows public authorities to
directly co-finance services provided by social economy actors, outside the conventional competitive
procurement process.
IOP acknowledges that many services essential to social well-being, including integration support, youth work,
cultural activities, and community development, cannot be efficiently delivered through commercial market
mechanisms. By establishing an IOP, a municipality or region can channel resources to non-profit organisations,
cooperatives, and associations that are often best placed to deliver these services, based on shared objectives
and long-term collaboration.

For further information about the IOP in Östergötland:
https://www.regionostergotland.se/ro/det-har-gor-vi/hallbarhet/samverkan-med-

civilsamhallet/ideburet-offentligt-partnerskap

https://www.regionostergotland.se/ro/det-har-gor-vi/hallbarhet/samverkan-med-civilsamhallet/ideburet-offentligt-partnerskap
https://www.regionostergotland.se/ro/det-har-gor-vi/hallbarhet/samverkan-med-civilsamhallet/ideburet-offentligt-partnerskap


http://www.cooperatecoffice.se/
https://isoderkoping.se/
https://isoderkoping.se/
https://www.soderkoping.se/
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https://coompanion.se/
https://www.eastsweden.se/es/east-sweden-business-region
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