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Abstract

It is a truth, universally acknowledged, that a rural area in possession of few active
happenings must be in want of development. Or, at the very least, it is a widespread
understanding that rural areas in Europe are often in need of rural development following
decades of urbanisation and financial strain. The European Union has as a result launched the
Rural Development Programme, a structured programme which is partly financed by the EU
but launched on a national level. In Sweden, the most recent Rural Development Programme
started in 2014 and will end in 2022. Now, when this current programme period is nearing its
end, there is a great chance of evaluating for the next programme period to learn from success
and failures from the previous programme period. There has also never been an in-depth
evaluation of the Swedish Rural Development Programme on a local Swedish level. Thus, the
aim of this thesis was to study rural development by carrying out a case study in the
municipality of Ljungby and studying how the Swedish Rural Development Programme has
impacted the rural development in the rural areas of Ljungby municipality. Interviews and
document studies were executed to collect data for the analysis, and through content analysis
several themes arose. The importance of establishing service nodes, the tedious task of
administering and how this affects the effectiveness in national agencies, as well as the lack
of communication between actors who really ought to be collaborating are all part of the
resulting themes.

Keywords

Landsbygdsprogrammet; Rural; Rural development; Swedish Rural Development
Programme.
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1. Introduction

Rural areas account for a significant majority of the European Union's (EU) territory and are
estimated to cover about 90% of the land and inhabit about 60% of all EU citizens. Some key
roles and occupants of the land in these areas are accounted for by agriculture and forestry
businesses (Forcan, Ivic, Djuranovic & Vukovic, 2016). The rural areas of the EU face a vast
variety of challenges in terms of economic, social and environmental development, but
nonetheless also inhabit great opportunities for growth. Rural development has clearly been
stated as a priority policy for the EU and special programmes for rural development have
been launched to target certain set goals, which has in turn created a Rural Development
Programme. The EU has a set structure for this programme which is then pursued on a
national level, so that each EU-member nation has their own programme within rural
development, targeting both EU goals and goals for the specific nation. During the Rural
Development Programme period of 2014 until 2020 the European Agriculture Fund for Rural
Development was granted a budget of 200 million EURO to be split between different
projects and aims within the programme. Numerous projects are moreover also co-financed
by the nation in which they are residing, which adds to the final total budget (European
Commission, 2022). The nature of rural development can nonetheless be described as rather
multi-facetted as it unfolds in a great variety of both different but also interconnected
principles. Rural development is today not only a monopoly of farmers, but is influenced by
multiple different actors and levels of society. The process has been modernised and a sort of
a paradigm shift can be noticed in the way rural development is pursued. Generally speaking,
Europe has been involved in a modernisation process regarding society as a whole, and this
new paradigm shift can be seen as a response to what the previous paradigm has lacked. The
process of modernisation has, generally, focused on modernising specific urban areas and in
response, this new paradigm of rural development focuses on interlinking and creating
connections between varying areas which also is also interconnected to a restructuring of the
rural economic system. By connecting different areas, rural areas are no longer a monopoly
of agricultural workers or farmers, but instead as an equal part of society. Even if the rural
economies of two different European countries depend either more or less on agriculture it
has been noticed in the light of the modernisation process, which has been active for some
time now, that the significance of agricultural actors in the rural economy is decreasing
(Douwe van der Ploeg et. al., 2000).

In Sweden, rural areas have been forsaken for a long period of time. The national Ministry of
Trade and Industry declared that this neglect has continued no matter the government or party
that has ruled. It has impeded the entire long-term development of Sweden and the gap
between rural and urban areas and between different areas of Sweden have simply continued
to widen during this time. In order to switch this rather negative trend, there is a need for a
holistic perspective where different parts of society come together to work towards a
common goal. Following in the steps of the EU, the Swedish national government has
therefore declared that the rural parts of the country as important areas to develop holistically,
especially if Sweden is to evolve towards a more sustainable country and establish an
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economy that is increasingly circular, fossil free and biofuel based. Important reserves of
specific productions, e.g. of energy production, and historical cultural values are both found
in rural areas, which is why there is a significant need of continued development and
preservation in order for these values to remain. Previous politics have, according to the
government, neglected to establish and support a good environment for rural actors and have
thus diminished opportunities for growth for some rural actors. By neglecting these actors
there is a risk of creating an image to citizens and businesses in rural areas that they are not in
all respects an equal part of societal development in Sweden (Näringsdepartementet, 2017).
In previous statements, the Swedish government has expressed the necessity that the entire
country should not only live, but also thrive, in its contextual environment. For that to
become reality, the opportunities and possibilities for living and working in the entire country
has to improve significantly (Region Kronoberg, 2020). At the same time, agriculture, which
historically has been the biggest business sector in rural settings, only accounted for 0,4% of
the Swedish GDP in 2021 whereas the EU-27 reported a higher percentage of 1,2%
(Jordbruksverket, 2021). So job opportunities are not found in the agriculture sector, but,
inquiries for additional manpower are not solely connected to urban areas as demands have
been stated in rural areas of Sweden and in sparsely populated areas. In those cases, the
demand for manpower is greater than the nearby working population. This is particularly
connected to the green energy conversation, which is often placed in rural areas, the need for
more labourers is substantial especially in line with more future investments into the green
energy sector (Arbetsförmedlingen, 2022), but also other lines of work, for example the
tourism industry and other industrial businesses. The conditions for rural development are
better now than it has been for decades, mainly due to the general international and societal
strive towards a sustainable development in all sectors and contextes. In turn, this creates a
demand for the products and services that are as of now exclusive to rural areas (Regeringen,
2009). Since rural areas have long been somewhat neglected, this turn of tides is quite
welcomed by many actors.

Therefore, an urgent need for detailed and guiding rural development strategies has been
noticed in rural areas in Sweden. During the time period of 1990-2011, smaller rural villages
dropped 16% in population while, during the same time period, the Swedish population grew
in total with 10% (Riksrevisionen, 2013). Overall, rural areas house around 34% of the
Swedish population (Jordbruksverket, 2014), so it is clear that a lot of Swedes are at risk of
not being a part of an equal societal development with what could currently be seen as a lack
of support towards rural areas. This is why a rural development programme that is both
comprehensive, feasible and supporting is an absolute necessity. But, there is also an
uncertainty as to how a rural area is defined and the definition is under constant re-evaluation,
both on a local and global level (Region Kronoberg, 2020) and the differentiations within the
terminology might affect the outfall of the rural development strategies. All in all, there is an
academic relevance in carrying out a thesis on this subject in order to showcase how rural
development, or simply the terminology of what is rural, should be understood and processed
in future circumstances. With changes in society and population patterns there is also an
increasing importance in treating questions about rural development in urban planning. There
is good potential of constructing new, or converting old, buildings in attractive locations in
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Swedish rural areas, but the conditions to do so could improve even further
(Näringsdepartementet, 2017). It is important to find the correct tools and processes to make
this target reality, as it is a target goal set by the national Swedish government. Additionally,
there is also a pertinent social relevance with this thesis, towards the considerable part of the
Swedish population who reside in rural areas, in order for them to continue living and
thriving where they currently are.

1.2 Aim and Research questions

The aim of this master thesis is to study rural development by carrying out a case study in the
municipality of Ljungby, and in particular to study how the national Swedish Rural
Development Programme during the programme period which started in 2014 and will end in
2022 has impacted the rural development in the municipality's rural areas. The aim is also to
present how rural development has functioned in a local context, in this case in Ljungby
municipality. In order to fully achieve the aim, the three following research questions have
been formulated:

1. How has rural development been experienced in Ljungby municipality?
2. What are some expectations that are put on individuals involved with rural

development in line with the Swedish Rural Development Programme?
3. What lessons could be learned from the way rural development, in line with the

Swedish Rural Development Programme, has functioned in Ljungby municipality?
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2. Background

A well-executed background section in a thesis really sets the tone for the research topic,
especially for an in-depth qualitative study such as this one. The background section provides
the reader with information which is a beneficial addition to the other types of knowledge and
gathered data that will be presented afterward, and will offer aid in understanding the
foregoing circumstances which led to this thesis and the overall context (Wellington &
Szczerbinski, 2007). This background section will present Ljungby municipality, which is
where the case study has been executed, as well as the Swedish Rural Development
Programme and the history thereof.

2.1 Ljungby municipality

The case study is set in the municipality of Ljungby. The municipality is located in the region
of Kronoberg, located in the province of Småland, in the more southern parts of Sweden. In
the entirety of the municipality resides approximately 28,000 people and the biggest urban
area is Ljungby city, followed by the villages of Ryssby, Lagan and Lidhult. There are also an
additional 22 smaller rural villages in the municipality (Ljungby kommun, n.d.). The two
closest dense urban areas are the city of Växjö, located 58 km away by car (Google Maps,
2022) and the city of Jönköping, located 111 km away by car (Google Maps, 2022a).
According to classifications set by the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and
Regions, shortened SALAR, Ljungby municipality classifies as a rural municipality (Swedish
Association of Local Authorities and Regions, 2016). The discussion on classification on
rural and urban areas will continue in a following section, 3.1, however, no matter the
specifications of the individual classification, Ljungby classifies as a rural municipality by all
means.

Even if the municipality has a somewhat low number of inhabitants compared to other cities
in the province, the land area is rather significant in size as the municipality for example
includes both the lake Bolmen and the river Lagan within their municipality borders (Visit
Småland, n.d.). Local clubs and associations are described as dynamic and active in the area
and the municipality offers some higher studies programme on campus in Ljungby (Ljungby
kommun, n.d.). To exemplify, a novel addition to the list of higher education is a 3 year long
nurse education, with a bachelor degree then later obtained, hosted by Linné University but
nonetheless located on site in Ljungby (Linnéuniversitetet, 2022). The city of Ljungby is
located close to the E4 which is a major vehicle highway in Sweden. Further notes of interest
is that the city of Ljungby house a story-telling museum and a “story-telling district” that are
registered by the UNESCO as good examples of how one can work with safe-keeping
intangible cultural heritages, in this specific case traditional oral storytelling (Ljungby
kommun, n.d.). Moreover, please note that the same names of things have different meanings
depending on context: Ljungby is the name of the biggest city in the municipality, but is also
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the name of said municipality. Lagan is a name of both a bigger urban area in Ljungby
municipality and the name of the lake that flows through said area.

Rural areas, the countryside, are important parts of the municipality, as stated by the
municipality themselves. Urban and rural areas are interconnected and a good accessibility
between the two helps strengthen quality of life for the inhabitants, attract external visitors
and moreover sustainable development and the global goals that are connected. Being able to
keep delivering the existing services that are in place today and rural business surviving are
vital puzzle pieces for Ljungby in order to reach their target of having 35,000 inhabitants in
the year 2035. There are 18 local development organisations, scattered in both more urban
and rural areas, who work towards fostering local development in their own local setting
(Ljungby kommun, 2022). Rural villages that belong to Ljungby municipality have been
increasingly depending on the city of Ljungby to deliver services previously also found
rurally. To exemplify, one can mention Agunnaryd, a small rural village just outside of
Ljungby, who housed their own bank until 1999 despite only being reported as having 600
inhabitants in total as of 2013 (Björk, 2021; Visit Agunnaryd, 2013). Lidhult, another rural
village within the municipality bounds, has its own swimming hall and no more than three
nature reserves. A privately owned boarding school with education in fine dining, hotell,
hunting and more is located in another rural village named Ryssby (Ljungby kommun, 2021).
However, coming from a national point of view, the service structure in the region of
Kronoberg is quite compact, and there are few people who must travel far to reach their
nearest service node. Several smaller grocery stores still exist locally in rural areas and the
importance of these services has been noticed especially during the covid-19 pandemic.
Before the pandemic, pre-2020, the majority of rural inhabitants still chose to travel to a
bigger city to do their grocery shopping. But during the pandemic, in 2020, this behaviour has
changed. The local food store was yet again important, because fewer people visited the store
which made it safer from a health perspective, home deliveries could be made locally to rural
inhabitants that were either of old age or part of an identified risk group and lastly as a social
scene. More than offering food, the small local grocery store could often offer several extra
services, such as handing out post, medicine, or items from Systembolaget, the liquor store.
Oftentimes, a gas station was placed in close vicinity to the service node. These kinds of
nodes, where different kinds of service can gather, are of vital importance to individuals who
struggle with transporting themselves to bigger, urban cities for different reasons (Region
Kronoberg, 2020a). The distribution of service both nationally and in Ljungby will be further
discussed in the result section of this thesis.

2.2 Swedish Rural Development Programme

Within the EU, rural development is part of the so-called common agricultural policy (CAP).
CAP supports the economic viability and continued vibrancy of rural areas in the EU and is
working with rural development through enabling actions and distributing financial aid. The
contributions of the CAP, as present by the European Commission, is that they work with
three continuing objectives:
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“Fostering the competitiveness of agriculture and forestry;
Ensuring the sustainable management of natural resources and
climate action;
Achieving a balanced territorial development of rural economies and
communities including the creation and maintenance of employment”
(European Commission, n.d.)

The European agricultural fund for rural development (EAFRD) contributes to the efforts of
the CAP. An extra 8,1 billion EURO has been added to the already considerable 95,5 billion
EURO 2021-2027 budget of the EAFRD, with the extra addition coming from the recovery
instrument of the next generation EU to aid with challenges connected to the global covid-19
pandemic. Each EU country, thus including Sweden, has implemented funding coming from
the EAFRD into their own national rural development programmes. These programmes are
not solely financed by the EAFRD budget but are co-financed by national level budgets and
can be launched on either a national or a local scale, depending on the situation of the
individual country (European Commission, n.d.). The United Nations, shortened UN, has also
adopted policies and resolutions targeting rural development in recent years. In their 2015
resolution, the UN for example expressed their wish of devoting certain resources towards the
development of rural areas and creating a sustainable agriculture. Focus groups that were
noticed were amongst others smallholder farmers, and in particular female farmers. In all, a
sustainable development should according to the UN be created by supporting positive
environmental, economic and social ties between rural, peri-urban and urban areas.
Strengthening both national and regional level planning is thereof of vital importance (United
Nations, 2015).

In Sweden, this is where the Swedish Rural Development Programme comes into play. The
Swedish Rural Development Programme, named ‘Landsbygdsprogrammet’ in Swedish, was
launched to develop the rural parts of Sweden. Consisting of different targets, the programme
aims to reach the set targets by offering various kinds of support and financial compensation
towards various actors, both public and private and on a national, regional and local level,
working with said targets. The current programme period was in the beginning decided to be
between 2014 and 2020, however, the next period is delayed and will end in 2022, thus being
extended by two years and boosted with an additional 10,9 billion SEK (Jordbruksverket,
2022a). This delay can be connected to the covid-19 pandemic. The additional funds towards
the budget will be gratefully accepted, as the programme was previously expected to end in
2020 and the budget was therefore naturally adjusted in connection to this. To exemplify,
when the 2020 action plan for the Swedish Rural Development Programme was revealed,
there were not so many novel events to behold, as the majority of the budget had been spent
in the previous years of the programme (Jordbruksverket, 2019). The changes made to the
programme, to accommodate for the extension, was introduced to the committée overseeing
the Swedish Rural Development Programme on the 26th of May 2021. After the changes had
been introduced, the committée could study said changes and return with a remark if they felt
it necessary. The committée is made up by individuals representing 28 different organisations
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and agencies that are all part of the programme and who work with rural development in one
way or another. A majority of all who left remarks were positive to the changes made to
accommodate for the extension, and only 3 organisations had questions about the distribution
of funds (Jordbruksverket, 2021).

The Swedish Rural Development Programme is part of the Europe 2020 strategy, which aims
towards decreasing the social and financial differentiations that currently exist between
individuals and nations in the EU. In Sweden, the Swedish Board of Agriculture is the
responsible agency for the Swedish Rural Development Programme, but cooperates and
shares responsibilities within the programme together with the, several and national, County
Administrative Boards, the Swedish Forest Agency, the Swedish Agency for Economic and
Regional Growth and the Sami Parliament (Jordbruksverket, 2022a). Another sort of agency,
connected to the same time frame as the Rural Development Programme is Leader, also
called Community Led Local Development, which as the name suggests is a locally led
development method. The Swedish membership in the EU enabled this method to be included
in the developmental strategies for rural areas (Jordbruksverket, 2021). Leader is a method
for engaging yourself in your local village's future development and receiving some sort of
support, for example financial aid or sharing of knowledge, for your developmental projects
or processes. Several different actors collaborate on different levels to really bring about a
holistic developmental process. Private companies, sole rural individuals and the
governmental sector all collaborate to develop the local society. Leader is not a method solely
for rural areas, and exists in urban areas too, yet is most commonly found in the countryside.
Representatives from all of the sectors mentioned establish a non-profit organisation called a
Local Action Group, shortened LAG, to work with the specific local context and its need for
development. In Sweden there are in total 53 Leader-areas, who all have their own LAG and
specific projects underway (Jordbruksverket, 2022b). The Leader area that is connected to
Ljungby municipality and this case study is called Leader Linné, with their main office found
in Alvesta city (Leader Linné, n.d.).

As mentioned above, there are different targets within the programme, as identified primarily
by the EU. These six different targets are as follows: environment and climate;
competitiveness in agriculture spheres; gardening and reindeer husbandry; forestry and food
processing; development and creation of new jobs in rural areas. Connected to each priority
are 18 various focus areas, also identified by the EU. Out of these 18 focus areas, the Swedish
government has decided to continue pursuing 15 of them. All kinds of aid that exists within
the bounds of the programme has to fit into at least one of the 15 focus areas on rural
development (Landsbygdsnätverket, 2019). The Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional
Growth is the agency in control of the application to the Swedish Regional Development
Programme, as well as the responsible agency of announcing new available project aid one
could apply to within the context of rural development (Tillväxtverket, 2022). When requests
of support are sent in to the agency, there is a certain course of action plan as to who gets the
project aid. As presented by the agency, there are three major focus areas, where applications
who fall under these focus areas are prioritised over those who do not. These three focuses
are strengthened accessibility to service, the digitalisation of small businesses, and lastly,
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investments in tourism and recreation. Each of these three focuses are based in rural
development. It is nevertheless important to note that the course of action plan by the
Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth is not the primary tool for regulation of
aid. The EU and their rural development regulation is the firsthand responsible agency, and
the Swedish rural regulation and the Swedish dictation of business support, project support
and environmental investments comes in second and third hand (Tillväxtverket, 2022a). All
of these diverse regulations are needed to prioritise certain areas and to equally distribute
funds derived from the budget of the different rural development programmes, both on a
national and international level. The various regulations could also be seen as a way to
highlight the impressive multitude of actors that are involved in rural development. For the
Swedish agencies to choose who gets what funding from the Rural Development Programme,
a SWOT analysis is executed. A SWOT analysis, short for strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats, can be applied to analyse the projects that most effectively fulfils
the set targets within the programme. This selection is equal to the entire nation and the
analysis is also connected to the priorities that are highlighted in rural development in
Sweden (Jordbruksverket, 2019).

Before there was any rural development programme, the focus on rural areas laid more or less
entirely on agriculture and how to support the agricultural sector. When the shift from
agriculture support to the more general rural support was made, the Rural Development
Programme as we today are familiar with, was jointly launched (Riksrevisionen, 2013). The
previous, and also first ever, Rural Development Programme period was between 2007 and
2013 and obtained a budget of 36 billion SEK financed in union by the EU and Swedish
government. After finalising the previous programme, the government requested and
conducted an evaluation. The evaluation reported that the programme had had a positive
impact on rural areas, but nevertheless had not been able to thoroughly reach the targets
which were set for the programme period (Sveriges Riksdag, n.d.). Another evaluation study
reports that opportunities for improving the target fulfilment are plenty. There had, reportedly,
been a lack of feedback on results and effects during the run of the programme, and the set
targets could not be reached due to limited access to resources. The Swedish National Audit
Office comments on the shift from agriculture support towards rural support as having been
“sluggish” (Riksrevisionen, 2013: pg. 9). Only a rather, perhaps surprisingly, small fraction of
the budget has been utilised outside of the agriculture sector. The government was
subsequently criticised for using the majority of the budget, 71%, towards fulfilling targets
where the almost sole target group was the agricultural sector. Measures for rural
development were granted a significant lower part of the budget, only a mere 8%. Additional
criticism was directed towards the government for granting double the amount of financial
aid towards agriculture business support than towards measures for the entire rural economy,
even if agricultural businesses are estimated to have a limited potential of contributing to a
higher national employment rate. Supports made to the agriculture sector will likely keep the
work opportunities that currently do exist, but will not likely create new ones. Support
towards the entire rural community was considered to be a better alternative and would have
been a more effective treatment of the financial aid that was available for development
processes. Out of the entirety of the budget, the minimum level set by the EU was granted by
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the Swedish government to Swedish rural areas and their development, which rather confirms
that the government’s focus during the time of this programme was the agriculture sector.
Another agency that has been receiving criticisms for the Swedish Rural Development
Programme 2007-2013 were the national County Administrative Boards, whose role was
criticised for not having identified and reached out to new and more target groups
(Riksrevisionen, 2013). Yet, it is of importance to note that impacts done by programmes
such as this are somewhat tricky to measure. But what the Rural Development Programme
actually has achieved is bringing rural issues to a national agenda once again, alongside
highlighting the need for continuation and long-term commitment towards these types of
developmental practices (Sveriges Riksdag, n.d.).
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3. Theoretical frameworks and Previous research

The usage of theories can serve multiple different functions in a thesis, and the possibilities
range from being the foundation for your method to serving solely as data. Whatever a
theory, or a concept, is used for it is of importance to define them and present why they are
present in this specific thesis and this research (Rienecker, Stray Jorgensen & Skov, 2015).
This thesis focuses on rural development and the Swedish Rural Development Programme,
hence, a presentation of rural development will follow below to bring light and understanding
towards the concept. In addition, the Swedish Rural Development Programme and its
precursors will be further discussed.

3.1 What is rural development?

A rural area can be described in several ways, depending on where in the world the definition
came to light and the context of that location. But speaking in general terms, the term “rural”
or “rurality” is describing a location where the density of inhabitants of a place is below a
specific threshold and the accessibility and distance to another urban centre is put into
consideration (Nordregio, n.d.). W. Keller (2000) also utilises the term “nonmetropolitan”
area. Normally, “rural” is also set in a contrast to the term “urban” (Institute for International
Cooperation, 2004). Oftentimes, additional criterias such as socio-economic perspectives are
added into the equation of what makes a rural area (Nordregio, n.d.).

With the basis in the science of sociology, the concept “rural” was coined during the 1920s
and really began to evolve further in the wake of the urban agglomeration that took place
more or less globally during the 1950s. Metropolitan areas have since only continued their
growth, crediting the majority of their growth and the changes in demography to the
continuous rural-to-urban movement of individuals. This is known as the process of
urbanisation. Leading up to the 1970s and 1980s, rural areas were hit hard by the
neverending, almost singular, stream of economic resources relocating to the novel and
growing metropolitan areas. This impoverishment of rural areas also caused a significant
negative impact on rural settlements (W. Keller, 2000). Alas, in general terms, one could say
that, historically, where big cities have sprung up and grown big the surrounding areas have
diminished in population and all of its related economic, social and cultural contexts, like a
sponge filling up with water and leaving the surroundings dry. Moreover, it is important to
note that rural development is not to be confused as interchangeable with regional
development or agricultural development. An agricultural development focuses on increasing
certain agricultural commodities such as livestocks, crops, etc., and regard land areas and
human individuals as a means and goods of production. Rural development instead focuses
the majority of its efforts on individuals and institutions, but can nevertheless include some
agricultural activities within an economic context of rural development. Regional
development, on the other hand, has a broader and more overbearing description than rural
development as regional development describes a certain area or region, depending on the
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local situation. As such, some consider regional development to include rural development
within their regional plan (Institute for International Cooperation, 2004).

Yet, no clear and comprehensive definition has yet been phrased for rural development,
which is a fact that should be acknowledged. It should nevertheless be recognised as a
process that is often rooted in national historical traditions at multiple levels of society
(Douwe van der Ploeg et. al., 2000). Rural is a rather general term to describe what is not an
urban centre and the definition of what makes ‘a rural area rural’ deviates between nations, as
previously mentioned. In Sweden, the Swedish Board of Agriculture has coined the national
terminology of a Swedish rural area. Municipalities are divided into 6 categories, from the
most rural to the most urban setting, but can also be divided into more generalised rural/urban
sections of 4 categories, or the most grave generalisation of 2 broad categories of what is
rural and what is not. As can be seen below in , a translated categorization table describing
the different categories

Rural-urban categorization table as presented by the Swedish Board of Agriculture in 2022:

Very sparse rural
municipalities

Sparse rural areas Rural

Sparse rural municipalities Rural areas Urban

Close to urban areas rural
municipalities

Urban area

Sparse mixed municipalities Metropolitan area

Compact mixed
municipalities

Metropolitan municipalities
Source: Swedish Board of Agriculture (2022).

But, there are more than one classification of rural. As presented in the background, SALAR
has produced their own classification for what entails a rural and an urban area in 2016/2017.
In a classification of 9 different parameters presented by SALAR, Ljungby municipality falls
between a level 7 and 8. The slightly higher level of 7 indicates that Ljungby is close to
another urban area, such as Växjö, to where a majority of people commute daily. A level 8
indicates that fewer than 15,000 inhabitants reside in the most urban area in the city (Swedish
Association of Local Authorities and Regions, 2016). The municipality of Ljungby has
approximately 28,000 inhabitants, however, only half of them are reported to live in the city
of Ljungby (Ljungby kommun, n.d.). Because of all of the uncertainties, it is hard to know
exactly on which level of rurality to place Ljungby, both considering the SALAR
classification and the Swedish Board of Agriculture. On the Swedish Board of Agriculture
categorization table, as seen above, Ljungby could be placed, in the left-hand column, to be
either a sparse rural municipality or a close to urban area rural municipality. In the middle
column, Ljungby municipality could be either a sparse rural area or a rural area. This rather
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confusing topic has also been covered by the Swedish Agency for Growth Policy Analysis in
2014, with a 90-page report on how to categorise rural and urban areas. They categorise
Ljungby not as a rural municipality, but as an urban area closely located to another urban
area. However, this categorisation means that Ljungby municipality falls within the same
categorisation as, to exemplify, Linköping municipality (Tillväxtanalys, 2014). Moving to
another report, the Swedish Board of Agriculture stated in 2014 that 34% of the Swedish
population lived in rural areas, However, this is before the publication of the new
classification and categorization table as presented above in picture 1. Yet, in the same year,
The Swedish Board of Agriculture also reported that OECD declared that Sweden was
covered by 70% rural areas, also using their own definition. The Swedish Board of
Agriculture also declared in 2014 that the EU reported their own numbers in 2010, stating
that Sweden consisted of 36% rural areas (Jordbruksverket, 2014). Region Kronoberg, where
Ljungby is located, summarised in a report that in 2020, the OECD reported that 50% of the
Swedish population resides in a rural area, and that Statistics Sweden reported it as 13%, and
that the UN had the highest number when they estimated that 75% of the Swedish population
lived in a rural area in 2020 (Region Kronoberg, 2020).

Moving away from numbers, another description of a rural area which is more general is
when there is a general sort of sparseness in the built environment and a lack of access to
both service and the labour market. Another additional definition that could be applied is
when there are less than 200 houses in a specific area and there is a certain, in comparison
longer, distance between them. There are both global and local definitions on rural areas and
rurality, and on the scale in between (Region Kronoberg, 2020). All of this clearly showcases
the differentiations existing within rural areas as a concept and the clear confusion that exists
regarding the exact terminology (Jordbruksverket, 2014). It is hard to name one definition as
either right or wrong and the definition is very context-based. What is important, is knowing
that there are a variety of definitions of what exactly makes a ‘rural area rural’, as mentioned
above. This thesis will nevertheless utilise and focus on the categorisations of the Swedish
Board of Agriculture and SALAR, who both declared Ljungby municipality to be a rural
municipality.

200 years ago, Statistics Sweden calculated that 90% of the Swedish population resided in
rural areas when the urbanisation process started. In line with this, urban areas such as big
cities started growing and being seen as attractive areas to inhabit. Ever since, the population
of rural areas has diminished in line with urban areas and centres gaining more momentum
and attracting more inhabitants, and in 2010 Statistics Sweden reported that around 85% of
the Swedish population lived in an urban area. This makes for a stark contrast compared to
previous numbers (SCB, 2015). However, worth mentioning is the trend of urbanisation
seems to be somewhat diminishing in recent years. Due to the covid-19 pandemic, the
opportunities of working remotely have also opened up for new ways of living. For some
regions in northern Sweden, for example Jämtland, the national news channel SVT reported
that for the first time in over 20 years more people are moving into the region than leaving
(SVT, 2021). Some even report this phenomenon to be an international one, since covid-19
and working remotely has become a standard in most countries worldwide (Dagens Nyheter,
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2021). Even if such a phenomenon would be hard to confirm or deny, because it is still very
early to draw a conclusion to the happenings or simply just the sheer number of possible
reasons behind it, it is undoubtedly a very interesting notion. But one conclusion that actually
can be drawn from this, is that urban areas are no longer expanding at the cost of rural areas,
at least in Sweden. A sort of stabilisation phase has been entered, where the urbanisation,
people migrating from a rural space to settle down permanently in an urban area, can more or
less be seen as finished in Swedish society. And, interesting enough, a survey executed by
Novus and the SOM-institute shows that 35% of the Swedish population see themselves as
inhabitants of a rural area, when they themselves get to define their living space and area
(Region Kronoberg, 2020).

Understanding rural development can be tricky, as it may prove hard to generalise structures
of development and disregard all contextual factors of either success or failure. However,
Rönnblom (2014) provides some interesting notions of rural development in Sweden.
According to Rönnblom, the city, as in the urban area, is often created in relation to the rural
area. The relationship between the two areas also often unfolds so that the urban area is more
triumphant and gains more than the rural area. In some ways knowingly, and in other ways
unknowingly, our society has created certain norms of power, by having important decisions
regarding national rural development decided in line with the relationship between the urban
area and the rural area. Recurrently, these decisions and the results they offer, benefit the
urban area more because of this power structure and existing societal norms. Rönnblom
discovers that there is a lack of competence among female entrepreneurs in rural settings, and
that current structures of rural development will support some businesses and acclaim them
as businesses for the future whilst others are perceived as backwards. Society puts an
increasing amount of pressure on the rural population to involve themselves in the
development of their rural and sparsely populated villages, and to not fully expect service to
reach the same level as in urban settings. The same pressure is not given on the urban
population, even when a kind of similar situation as in an urban overpopulation puts strain on
services, to solve their own problem. Alas, more responsibility is put on rural inhabitants than
urban inhabitants. The Swedish vision of rural development, according to Rönnblom, is that
to survive in rural settings everyone has got to help out and collaborate, which naturally puts
more pressure on the rural population (Rönnblom, 2014).

3.2 Previous research

There is a considerable number of pre-existing studies on rural development in Sweden.
Simply searching for “rural development Sweden” in Google Scholar brings about
approximately 1,8 million hits. Research of rural areas is nothing new and there is a long
tradition of researching rural parts of Sweden, but the interest has as a matter of fact
increased some during recent years. The increasing interest may be connected to the social
and geographic changes happening in society in recent decades. Yet, it is also noted that the
research centred around urban areas tends to be more diverse and specific than similar
research set in rural areas. As rural research often is presented and understood in contrast to
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urban research, this might be indicating that the rural research does not cover enough basis to
be an equal level research field (Elmqvist, 2014). In general, previous research states that
rural development in Sweden has more of a bottom-up perspective, thus encouraging more
local initiatives. There is also a strong connection and relationship between the two levels of
organised rural development. One level is the national level, where the government and
political parties present suggestions of how to work with and conditioning developing rural
areas in Sweden. The other level is the local level, where local actors in rural areas organise
themselves in a village-action movement. These different levels represent contrasting
concepts, with the national level stands for a more standardised homogeneity, whereas the
local level stands for a diversification, a heterogeneity in economy and culture (Nilsson,
2018). Generally, it can also be noted in research that from an economic point of view, rural
areas closer to urban areas have a far better development than rural areas that are located
further away from an urban centre. This is mainly identified to be a result of long transporting
distances, but there are considerable regional differences towards this trend, too (Elmqvist,
2014). A shift has also been noticed in research concerning the role that rural areas play in
society, and how they are inhabited. It is common that people inhabit other places than their
primary home during periods of the year, especially for people living in crowded, urban
spaces to move to a more rural location for example during the holidays. Therefore, the
negative population statistics in rural areas can be somewhat counterbalanced by part-time
inhabitants and by an increase in Swedish tourists remaining in the country and going for
trips within the national border instead of travelling abroad (Regeringen, 2006). The covid-19
pandemic only acknowledged this trend, as Swedes travelling in Sweden, enjoying a
so-called “staycation”, increased during the pandemic. This is really nothing new - before the
1980s, having an interstate vacation was the most common procedure of travelling
(Stockholms universitet, 2020).

Concerning more social contexts in rural areas of Sweden, the education levels are generally
lower than in urban areas. It was reported in 2006 that individuals with some kind of higher
education, meaning education after attending high school, was estimated to be around 30% in
urban areas and only just above 15% in rural areas. Individuals living in rural areas also
embark on a higher education process later in life (Regeringen, 2006). Even if these numbers
are rather old in comparison, Statistics Sweden declared that rural areas do have a lower level
of inhabitants with a higher education, mostly connected to the fact that jobs requiring a
higher education are more often found in urban areas than rural. Individuals who live in urban
areas also start studying at a younger age. On the other hand, rural areas do inhabit more
individuals with a lower education than urban areas (SCB, 2022). Something that is higher in
rural areas than urban areas is the strong social relationship between the inhabitants. Public
associations, such as sport clubs, also have a generally high density rate in rural areas
(Regeringen, 2006). Concerning access to service, the importance of a grocery store, to
exemplify, is an important factor when individuals decide where to live. A rural village where
the grocery store has been shut down, or the local school has been closed, comes across as
less attractive and thriving, than a rural village with a grocery store and/or a school (Region
Kronoberg, 2020a). There is also a sort of view, that the urban population does not
necessarily have to explain their reasoning for living in an urban space, whilst individuals
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living in a rural area are expected to explain their decision for living in the countryside. This
could be seen as a space deterministic norm, where the norm is that a good life is generally
found in an urban area. This could also contribute to how one perceives themselves, if you
see yourself as a person contributing to societal development or not (Region Kronoberg,
2020).

The northern parts of Sweden are especially well mentioned in rural development strategies.
In the previous Swedish Rural Development Programme, with programme period from 2007
until 2013, the northern parts of Sweden are mentioned frequently as an area in need of
further development. Reasons behind this need range from the sheer distance to certain
services and low population numbers. Even if certain areas in the south and middle of
Sweden, such as Ljungby municipality, also have low population numbers, they also have a
shorter distance to the nearest urban area. Because of this, rural areas in the south and middle
of Sweden are seen to have bigger opportunities for employment, outside of the agricultural
and forestry business, compared to the northern parts. National support has also been
provided specifically for agriculture in northern Sweden, and the lowest populated rural areas
in northern Sweden has been estimated to require additional attention
(Jordbruksdepartementet, 2005). Ljungby municipality, however, has been lacking in regards
to previous studies on rural development in the area. What could be found searching the
Internet was the general overview plan for development until 2035, an addition to the
overview plan for the municipalities continued development, and a Master’s thesis about
digitalisation in Ljungby (Ljungby kommun, 2012; Ljungby kommun, 2011; Abubakar &
Shrestha, 2020). No further research on rural development or the Swedish Rural
Development Programme specifically in Ljungby municipality could be located online. But,
by executing this study, the thesis can contribute with a local context of rural development, a
subject which is of both national and international interest. Showcasing good local practices
and spreading awareness of what could improve, could aid other areas in need of
development. More research should be done, and by both spreading awareness of the subject
and also hopefully inspiring other researchers, this study could be seen as a departure point
for more local studies on rural development.
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4. Material and method

A research method is considered as a procedure which is done systematically and should be
explained in enough depth that the reader can replicate the same study and achieve equivalent
results (Rienecker, Stray Jorgensen & Skov, 2015). Two main research methods were used to
systematically gather data in this particular thesis. Semi-structured interviews were held
online during the month of March in 2022 with officials working, in one way or another, with
rural development in Ljungby municipality. Additionally, a document study was executed on
relevant documents. To thoroughly analyse the gathered data, a content analysis was done
and categories of codes were erected. In the following paragraphs, the different methods of
data gathering will be presented.

4.1 Interviews

Bryman (2014) presents some important preparations to take note of before the interviews.
Your own level of familiarity with the setting and context of which the interviewee exists is
vital and the reasoning behind why this study is being conducted and why this exact
interviewee was chosen to be a part of it. More fundamental preparations to take is to assure
that you have satisfactory equipment to record the interview with, and moreover that the
chosen setting for where the interview is being held is both quiet and privately held, to ensure
a good interview without interruptions and minimise the risk of the interviewee being
overheard (Bryman, 2014). With these reasons in mind, the interviews were held online via
either Zoom, Skype or Teams, depending on who invented whom for an online call. My
private mobile phone was used as a recording device, which was planted on the right hand
side of the computer to easily pick up the sounds emitted, and the mobile phone and its
placement was also shown beforehand to the interviewees ahead of the interview. Since the
interviews were held online, the interviewee was seated in another space chosen by
themselves, and I could not personally ensure that they had a quiet area to retreat to. All
interviews were held during daytime, at my own apartment, where disturbances were of low
risk and the opportunity for privacy could be more or less guaranteed in comparison to if I
would have been seated at the university, a café or my part-time job. Moreover, the
groundwork that was initiated before the interviews was to read and learn about the Swedish
Rural Development Programme. More groundwork, that was done just about unconsciously,
was to understand the context of the case study city and municipality, Ljungby, and its
surroundings. As I have my family-in-law living on the outskirts of Ljungby, and my fiancée
is raised there, I had personally visited and learned about the sites being mentioned by the
interviewees. Understanding of the contextes is an important aspect of holding an interview,
as mentioned by Bryman (2014), as it simplifies the process of fanthoming the words of the
interviewees. Some additions were made to my already pre-existing knowledge of Ljungby,
by researching in particular the municipality’s official website, www.ljungby.se, but also
studying the main results of a simple Google search for ‘Ljungby’.
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There are several ways in which one can hold an interview and the most suitable approach
depends on the research questions and what you as a researcher wish to study. Shared by all
interviews are some prevalent features such as a set number of rules that, for example,
indicates the level of formality by which the interview will be held, thus having a more or
less formal approach. The type of interview chosen for this specific study is the
semi-structured interview. Generally, the semi-structured interview entails that the
interviewee has a set number of interview questions that are being asked to all interviewees.
Alas, since the interview is only semi-structured, the interviewee has the opportunity to ask
follow-up questions depending on the answers of the interviewee. As a result of the
opportunity to vary from the set structure, the interview questions that are set for all
interviews tend to be somewhat broader. Semi-structured interviews traditionally fall under
the category of a qualitative research method. The entirety of the interviewing process, when
using a semi-structured interviewing model, can be described as quite flexible which is one of
the major benefits with semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2016). Naturally, several
difficulties and problems can occur with the use of a specific method, even those methods
which are considered as quite flexible such as semi-structured interviews, which is a risk one
must keep in mind continuously when conducting any research. In this thesis, the interviews
are an important and relatively major part of the data collection. If the design of your thesis’
data collection is solid, the process will oftentimes also be rather straightforward and
uncomplicated. Even if problems were to arise, such as one of the questions being
misunderstood by one or several interviewees, the entire study will not collapse if the rest of
the questions are correctly understood and uphold their purpose in the context of the study
(Hjerm, Lindgren & Nilsson, 2014).

When appropriate preparations had been undertaken, and the type of interviewing method
had been chosen, it was time to write interview questions that could offer the kind of data this
thesis wished to collect. Some interview questions naturally came to light during the
preparations. Some questions were added after further research into interviewing guides and
some after reading about rural development and the Swedish Rural Development Programme.
Here, Bryman (2014) could again be seen as a great support in the process. There is a great
variation of questions that can be asked when conducting qualitative research, but Bryman
presents nine questions as suggested by Kvale (1996) that most interviews will more or less
naturally include: introducing, follow-up, probing, specifying, direct, indirect, structuring,
silence and lastly, interpreting (Bryman, 2014). The interview questions for this thesis can be
found in Appendix 1.

When dissecting these interviewee questions, structures as presented in Bryman (2014) by
Kvale (1996) can be uncovered. Worth noting is that introductions are made off-recording in
order to keep the interview person's anonymity. The first interview question asked is an
introductory question, to both get to know the interviewee further and understand their
individual context - in this case their professional situation. Follow-up questions are naturally
part of the interview, but also included in the pre-decided structure as seen above. Another
kind of follow-up question is asking a more probing question, which can be seen as a more
direct follow-up question relating to what has been previously said by the interviewee. By
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asking a specifying question one could hope to achieve a more specific answer. A question
asked in one of the interviews was about financial aid and if the economic situation was to
blame for a shortage of staff or not, which could be perceived as to be a more direct question.
These types of questions are advised to be kept until the closure of the interview, due to their
rather blunt nature and the influence it risks having on the direction of said interview.
Opposed to direct questions, indirect questions are asked in order to grasp the interviewees
individual perspective. As stated beforehand, there are several types of questions with their
own purposes. Structuring questions are utilised for moving forward with the next question
and/or changing the topic; silence is used mainly by the person holding the interview to allow
the interviewee time to reflect and formulate an answer to a stated question. Finally,
interpreting questions are asked when the person conducting the interview is trying to verify
their own interpretations of the interviewees statements (Bryman, 2014). All of these
different types of questions or ways of conducting an interview are in one or another way
added into the interviews that were held, either in the way the nine different interview
questions were asked, or, asked as follow-up questions as a part of the flexibility of a
semi-structured interview.

By utilising semi-structured interviews to amass data for a study, the researcher enables the
interviewee to have the space needed to answer the interview questions and simultaneously
open up the possibility for the person conducting the interviews to interpret and find deeper
meanings within the collected data. This is one of the major benefits of semi-structured
interviews, in comparison to quantitative data collection such as surveys or pure observations,
yet, the most suitable data collection method depends on the research question. But the
structured, but nevertheless also flexible, nature of the semi-structured interview simplifies
the research process for the researcher as it is easier to compare and analyse the interviewee’s
answer to one another. The validity is likewise strengthened as the questions and structure are
decided beforehand. Unstructured interviews require a much greater effort from a practised
interviewer (Hjerm, Lindgren & Nilsson, 2014). When conducting qualitative research, as in
this case with qualitative interviews, a great deal of detailed information is gathered which
enables a considerable depth in whatever subject is being studied. However, on the downside,
it is intensive and hard labour conducting such interviews and the hard work is not
concentrated solely when the interview is being conducted. A lot of time is spent both
preparing and finalising the interview in order to bring about the data needed. Before the
interview an interview guide must be prepared, and after the interview has been conducted
the interview itself has to be transcribed in order for the coding process to begin (Sheppard,
2020). Alas, it is hard work to gather the necessary data, but, keeping aware of the workload
that comes with qualitative interviews, you will secure the reward of truly detailed data to
dive deep into the subject of your choice.

The interviewees that there available and chosen for this thesis were as following:
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Table 2: Interviewees in this thesis

Interviewee number Gender Occupation Date of the
interview

1 Male County
Administrative
Board of Kronoberg

2022-03-01

2 Female County
Administrative
Board of Kronoberg

2022-03-04

3 Female Leader Linné 2022-03-08

4 Female Ljungby
Municipality

2022-03-14

5 Male Ljungby
Municipality

2022-03-18

6 Female Ljungby
Municipality

2022-03-21

Considering the ethical considerations made for this thesis, all interviewees firstly had to read
through and sign a consent to data processing form. The structure of the form derives from a
standard version made available for students at Linköping University, with extra details
added regarding this study and thesis, and no interviews were started without making sure
that the consent form had been both read and understood. The consent form is available under
Appendix 2. Ethical considerations are an important part of a thesis to ensure anonymisation
of your interview persons, especially if the research subject is especially delicate. All
information, all data that has been gathered, has to be stored in such a manner that no third
party could come into custody of the data. Additionally, any possible dependence should be
brought into light as this could affect the ethical principles of the study (Rienecker, Stray
Jorgensen & Skov, 2015). One possible dependence in this study is my private work
occupation, as I am currently working at the County Administrative Board of Östergötland,
and I held interviews with the County Administrative Board of Kronoberg. Because of this
fact, there is an imminent risk that it will affect the outcome of my study, either because the
interviewees are known to me beforehand and that this could affect their answers, or other
factors of influence on the outcome of this study. To mitigate this risk, I made all
interviewees aware of my occupation, what I do for a living and how this might be connected
to this study. However, my work occupation and role during the time of the interviews and as
of now has nothing to do with the Swedish Rural Development Programme. I did not know
any of the interview persons beforehand nor did I inform my co-workers that I helt these
interviews. There are several reasons as to why I made all interviewees aware of my
occupation. To exemplify, for the individuals working at the County Administrative Board it
could imply that I held deeper knowledge about certain terminology used by the multiple
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County Administrative Boards in Sweden, which they then in turn also could use during the
interview. It was also made aware for the remaining interview persons in order for all
interviewees to be treated equally and being in possession of the same information. Efforts
were made to keep the transparency in this study and research process in order to deliver
trustworthy results derived from equally treated data sources.

4.2 Document study

Alongside using interviews and the data collected from conversations held with interviewees
employed in the rural development field, the study was supplemented using a document
study. A ‘document’ is a rather broad term and can describe countless distinct sources that
can all be used in research. Documents can, however, be put into categories. For example, a
document that has been produced can be more personal or more official, depending on who
produced it. Personal documents, which includes both documents produced in written form
such as a diary or a letter, or produced in a visual form such as a photograph, are more often
than not produced without a specific request for the production. To exemplify, personal
documents such as letters can be used in social research when studying historical
circumstances (Bryman, 2016). Nevertheless, this thesis will utilise a document study using
the more official produced documents to collect the data needed. However, it is of vital
importance to assess the quality of the document used in one’s study, and here Scott (1990) as
presented in Bryman (2016) suggest four disparate criteria: authenticity, credibility,
representativeness and meaning. The origin of a document should pose no questions and be
genuine, thus relating to the authenticity of the source. When a document is free from both
distortion and errors in the text, then the quality of the document and its credibility is
heightened. Moreover, can evidence found in the document be said to be typical or not of its
kind, and if it is the latter, how much is known about the document’s unusualness? This
relates to the representativeness of a document. Lastly, it is of importance that the evidence is
understandable and that the meaning that is being conveyed to the reader is clear (Bryman,
2016). All of these criterias will be applied to the document sources utilised in this thesis’
research process to ensure the employment of solely high quality document sources.
Document studies are furthermore applied within social research studies because they allow
for comparisons to be made. Interpretations made from observations - or, as in this case,
interviews - can be compared to the same event but instead recorded in the form of a
document. Documents are products of our social world, and thus have cultural meanings
embedded within. Researchers themselves are also part of our social world and study the
documents with this understanding as documents should not be approached as detached from
the social world, but on the contrary, should be approached with an engaged perspective. This
style of approaching documents is called hermeneutics, which is uncovering certain traits of a
document not only found in the text per se, but also focus on the wider, political and social
context in which the document perchance might be localised. One might look into the factors
surrounding the means behind the production of the document, as well as the encompassing
social context, to exemplify (May, 2011).
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The state provides information in abundance on a lot of different subjects - depending on
what one might be in search for, the state can provide with both statistical information or
official reports on matters of possible interest (Bryman, 2016). But, as most documents are
produced for reasons other than research, there are limitations to a document study that are
vital to keep in mind. For example, it might not be possible to provide enough detail from a
document to accurately answer a research aim or question. Or, on another note, interesting
documents that may be important for the research process might not be available to retrieve.
Yet, all in all, a document study is generally an efficient and cost-effective way of gathering
data for research, when at the same time remembering its limitations (Bowen, 2009).

4.3 Content analysis

When the data for the thesis had been collected, the next step was to analyse it and the
analysis tool chosen for this definitive context was content analysis. Content analysis is
generally described as a technique to deduct information from a text and put it into the
context of where the information was used. It is a broad analysis tool and can be utilised in a
variety of approaches and on a broad audience, such as identifying and documenting certain
views, attitudes and interests of different parties such as cultural groups or groups with large
age gaps. There is also the possibility to use content analysis to study earlier documented
objectives and the evaluation of said objectives. Using solely content analysis is one correct
approach, but makes for a constrained understanding of content analysis’ full potential.
Drisko and Maschi (2015) showcase how there are three different approaches to content
analysis: basic content analysis, interpretive content analysis and qualitative content analysis.
There are both similarities and differences between the three approaches. Many researchers
believe a basic content analysis to be when word counts, as in the counting the frequency of a
specific word in a text, or other quantitative techniques are used for analysis purposes. A
basic content analysis aims towards being objective, systematic and transparent. Another
approach to content analysis, the interpretive content analysis, is defined to interpret texts and
in a systematic manner identify the different characteristics conveyed in that message. With
this kind of content analysis, even more latent content may be brought forward and analysed,
enabling a deeper analysis. Lastly, qualitative content analysis is more careful in its
procedure, by constructing the different categories with care and revising and refining the
categories whilst constantly feeding feedback back into the on-going process. This procedure
is to ensure that the qualitative content analysis delivers credible results derived from the data
(Drisko & Maschi, 2015). With these different categories of content analysis in mind, this
thesis utilises an interpretive content analysis on data derived from the interviews, to interpret
the interviewees thoughts and feelings about rural development and their specific local
context. This is further examined, by using a content analysis when doing the document
study, and comparing and matching the interviewees worlds with what is written in
governmental reports and alike.

When analysing an interview, both during the interview and during the transcribing process,
the researcher tries to identify certain codes. A brief representation of what has been said
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about a larger, more intricate set of either ideas or issues is a code. These kinds of codes arise
when reading interview transcripts until the themes that come up during the interview, or
interviews, are clear to the researcher. This is the process of coding (Sheppard, 2020) and is a
part of the content analysis process.

Content analysis can, by itself, be a powerful tool for public awareness and advocacy. This
includes raising awareness on both local and international levels by addressing different
social problems and how some policies can affect societal groups and/or individuals. Content
analysis combined with a case study can together tackle societal problems and raise
awareness (Drisko & Maschi, 2015). In this specific thesis, the content analysis executed on
transcriptions from interviews and a document study, combined with a local case study
located in Ljungby, the goal is to raise awareness on rural development.

4.4 Evaluation

This thesis aims to evaluate the Swedish Rural Development Programme on a local level to
truly witness how the programme has affected the areas it is meant to work towards.
Sometimes, executing an evaluation of a programme might seem overrated and unnecessary
since there often is a pretty tight budget and leisure time is not exactly calculated for. Yet, an
evaluation could prove to be a valuable tool as it will assess the effectiveness of the process,
as well as highlighting whether the current direction of the programme and the activities are
moving towards the set targets or not. There is a great chance to learn from both successes
and failures, and how to move forward regardless of the situation. If, for example, the
evolution showcases an unproductive work or activity within the programme structure, there
is a possibility to relocate resources. Evaluation functions most effectively when performed
continuously, not merely once. To perform an evaluation, you firstly need to review the
current situation of your chosen evaluation target, before starting to gather evidence to help
build your evaluation. When evidence has been gathered, it will go through a process of
analysis, and after the analysis has been performed it is time to start making out what has
been detected. Lastly, the findings should be shared with others, so that more people can
learn from both success and difficulties (Taylor, Purdue, Wilson & Wilde, 2005). In this
thesis, this process of evaluation has been utilised in the following manner. The current
Regional Development Programme, the fact that the programme period is ending in 2022,
and a local example were all reviewed as interesting facts to continue studying. All necessary
evidence was gathered by holding interviews with involved actors and performing a content
analysis on relevant document sources. The following step in section 5 and the connected
sub-sections 5.1 through 5.4 will both analyse the data that has been gathered and make sense
out of it by putting it in context to other findings. And, lastly, by writing and later publishing
this thesis, the findings and result from this thesis will be available online.

It is important to note, and to share my understanding, that this evaluation of the Swedish
Rural Development Programme and the evaluation of the connection between the programme
and rural development in Ljungby is contextual. In such cases of social science, where an
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individual case is being investigated, one common oversimplification is that the results from
said study can not be generalised, and therefore is unable to contribute to further scientific
development. Flyvbjerg (2001) brings up several notions as to why using case studies as a
research method within social science - such as this thesis - is often misunderstood. A case
study in social science stands in complete opposition to the classic, Plato-way of doing
science, which is empirical nature science. Empirical natural science is seen as independent
of context and as having achieved the highest level of transparency and no bias being present
whatsoever, creating so-called hard theory. Yet, researching social science matters using case
studies is not a lesser way of conducting science. Proof is harder to attain in social science
due to a lack of hard theory, since human behaviour is often at the centre of investigation.
That does not mean that the results of case studies derived in social science is not scientific
knowledge, just because it is context dependent and is not generalised. Flyvbjerg continues
by stating that formal generalisation is somewhat overrated in the scientific process, and that
it is not the sole legitimate way of doing science. The real advantage of using case studies
within social research is how the method allows for in-depth analysis and study how certain
views unfold as they do in practice. Bias towards the result and subjectivism is a problem of
all research methods, not simply towards case studies. And, really, in many cases it is simply
not advantageous to generalise scientific derived results, as a properly executed study should
be comprehended and interpreted in its entirety (Flyvbjerg, 2001). With that said - this is a
context dependent study, but the thesis still holds great value by adding to the pre-existing
research and knowledge about rural development and how it can be understood and
improved. What is evaluated in this study are certain aspects of the Swedish Rural
Development Programme, not the entirety of the programme, mainly because of the sheer
size of the programme which makes it difficult for a master thesis to execute thoroughly. I
can also study the programme in a local context, which in this case is Ljungby municipality.
Nevertheless, the themes that will be presented below in section 5, Analysis, are derived from
the interviews and will reflect upon parts of the Swedish Rural Development Programme.
The reflections from the interviews are personal, yes, but also reflect upon themes that can be
found in other documents, which should enable more objectivity in the evaluation. In the end,
suggestions on improvements for the next programme period will be presented, based on
these themes that arose during the content analysis of the interviews and document study.
These suggestions, both of what has functioned well and should be continued, and of
improvements, make up the finalisation of the evaluation.

27



5. Analysis

The findings of a certain research is not to be considered done until presented to and
disseminated by the public domain. There are several ways in which one can present their
research, and this research will be presented in a written form, in this thesis. Data used in this
study has been through the process of coding, and a certain ‘codification’ will structure the
result section, too (Wellington & Szczerbinski, 2007). In several cases, the interviewees gave
the same kind of answer to an interview question, which in some additional cases could also
be located and identified during the document study. As this is the case, the result section will
be sectioned as to present some major themes that arose during the coding process. Results
and discussion will also be combined in this thesis, in order to more effectively dive deep into
the data that has been collected and what that data really entails, and to moreover avoid being
both repetitive and messy. The aim of this section is to clearly showcase what has been
uncovered by the interviews and the document study in combination with the analysis that
has been performed.

5.1 The resilience of a rural population

As presented earlier in this thesis, Ljungby municipality has been described as a small, rural
area but with a very dynamic and active association life. Because of this, good examples of
rural development and good collaborations among actors have been achieved in the
municipality in general. This was for example highlighted in several interviews, among
others:

“Ljungby [city] has an engaging population, in many areas of
Ljungby municipality, that has been noticed. If you take a village such
as (...) Lidhult, that is located on the border to nothing, I could almost
say, (...) the ICA grocery store there has been developing library
services and all kinds of services, and stuff like that is really exciting”
(Interview person 1, male, working for the County Administrative
Board of Kronoberg. Interviewed 2022-03-01)

Interview person 1 stated that the population of Ljungby city and Ljungby municipality is
engaging, and uses Lidhult as an example where the local grocery store in such a rural village
now is offering additional services beyond selling groceries and other related products. As the
majority of library services in Sweden are offered by the state (Svensk biblioteksförening,
n.d.) and the ICA grocery store is a privately owned company (ICA gruppen, n.d.), this could
be seen as one way for the state and privately owned companies/organisations to cooperate in
rural settings where distance to certain services might be considerable. Interview person 4
also mentions Lidhult as an example of the rural development in Ljungby municipality:
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“We work together with Lidhult and the societal organisation there,
which is named Lihult Lifts [in Swedish: Lidhult Lyfter], and we
currently support them with an application to the National Board of
Housing, Building and Planning that is about creating a public
meeting place in Lidhult. The municipality [of Ljungby] offers
co-finaniciation and we support that work” (Interview person 4,
female, working for the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed
2022-03-14)

The municipality offers their support and financial aid to the local societal association and
their rural development work. In this specific case, however, it is the societal organisation
that has been the leader, the responsible actor, for this application process. The state has not
collaborated with the association in Lidhult, but they themselves launched this process.
Interview person 4 mentions another village belonging to Ljungby municipality, Ryssby:

“I know that in Ryssby there is a so-called I and P-partnership, idea
carried public partnership, for a library in Ryssby.” (Interview person
4, female, working for the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed
2022-03-14)

So, a library, which once again is generally a state responsibility, has in a additional rural
village been discussed to be implemented with the support of the rural population. These I
and P partnerships, shortened IOP, are when local associations that have a lot of knowledge
surrounding the local context and its needs can use said knowledge to solve a problem or a
need of development in the surrounding local society. It is a form of partnership agreement
between the state and public sector (Upphandlingsmyndigheten, n.d.). This kind of
partnership agreement, involving local public actors, is one way to bring development to an
area which otherwise lacks access to service. However, one can not help but wonder, are the
local actors taking on a responsibility that should be the state’s? Do urban areas have to
involve local associations or sole actors in order to bring about a library in their general area,
or is this only the case in rural settings? And how would it be if there is a lack of strong local
rural association? Would there not be any development present at all? Interview person 1, 2
and 4 made some interesting remarks in connection to this during their interviews, such as:

“It is a municipality with a lot of countryside and a functioning
business industry, when it comes to companies, and also a functioning
agriculture industry” (Interview person 1, male, working for the
County Administrative Board of Kronoberg. Interviewed 2022-03-01)

“I experience that Ljungby is one of the more active municipalities,
both from a municipality and a grassroot-perspective, actually. Of the
8 [municipalities] we work with” (Interview person 2, female,
working at the County Administrative Board of Kronoberg.
Interviewed 2022-03-04)
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“Agunnaryd is very active in many different ways, and that is also the
businesses there, they are very active. Lidhult is another example of
where the association life is incredibly active, Dörarp,
Bolmsö-Tannåker, we have several different places where they are
extra active if I can express it like that, where they really push for
development, and in other cases it is more like that they sit down and
spend time together, and that also creates attractiveness” (Interview
person 4, female, working for the municipality of Ljungby.
Interviewed 2022-03-14)

The villages mentioned, Agunnaryd, Lidhult, Dörarp and Bolmsö-Tannåker are all villages
belonging to Ljungby municipality. Overall, it is also described as a well-functioning
municipality in several regards, such as the broad industry and agriculture sector, which
mainly includes private companies. But, a valid discussion one might bring forward for
discussion, is whether rural development has functioned as well as it has in Ljungby
municipality due to several strong societal associations and actors in small rural villages who
are willing to volunteer their time for the sake of their local society. Zealots, or what in
Sweden is aptly called a “fire soul”, an individual who is really passionate towards a specific
cause, might be the key to success for rural development in Ljungby, and in other rural
villages searching for the success of development. Interview person 6 mentioned these
individuals, and said:

“You look at Ryssby, for example, they are their high school there,
that is one of the biggest investments ever. And that is amazing!
Lidhult, I think too (...), Bolmsö, Sjöviken, with the zealots out there,
they know how to apply for these funds from Leader Linné, and like,
there is competence and a go-ahead spirit, and they have developed
so many things so, yeah I can not say that there is not any [strong
engagement]. Because there really is.” (Interview person 6, female,
working for the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed 2022-03-21)

This outlook on the role of the local inhabitants was also shared by interview
person 3, who stated:

“The thing is, in Ljungby municipality they have an incredibly strong,
like, tradition of people who are active in associations, active
associations. This means that they have, like, a lot of their own
initiatives. Leader is built upon, so that I [interview person 3] can not
say what anyone can do (...). It has to come from the local area. And
they have a broad commitment.” (Interview person 3, female,
working for Leader Linné. Interviewed 2022-03-08)
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In more or less all 6 interviews, the local population and local associations were praised for
their engagement in various rural development questions and contextes. In one of the
citations above, interview person 6 is noticeably impressed by the zealots, the rural
inhabitants who devote their private time to a non-profit matter and show strong engagement
towards local causes. Interview person 3 mentions the tradition of Ljungby having a strong
and active association life, and how methods such as Leader does not follow a top-down
perspective, but that all projects who receive funding have to come from a local, bottom-up
engagement. Leader Linné is the most suitable method for zealots to receive funding and
support from actors at different levels, and if you are skilled in coming up with solid project
ideas to support your local rural area there surely is funding to be found. Yet, this means that
there both have to be individuals that first and foremost have time to put towards causes such
as these and the same individual also have to accept that no payment will be received despite
the hours spent working in one way or another. The only payment you will receive is the
development of your local society. As presented by the Swedish Board of Agriculture on
2021, a general evaluation that was performed concluded that of projects that had received
funding via the Swedish Rural Development Programme, the majority had applied for project
funding towards the development of rural areas and villages, as well as the continuous
development of the rural tourism sites (Jordbruksverket, 2021). It might not be a bad guess to
credit this strong project trend towards the rural population and zealots that, as could visibly
be noticed in the Ljungby case, are very active indeed. All in all, Ljungby has their own local
level actors to thank for the development that has occured, not many national or
governmental actors. National actors offer the financiation for developmental projects,
however, if there is no will or resources to hold projects, the financiation will not matter
regardless. Nevertheless, since more or less all rural populations are involved in some kind of
rural development, one might question if the term “zealot” could actually be synonymous
with “rural inhabitant”. Just utilising a rural service, by borrowing a book at your local
library, you are aiding your society to continue offering that service, and by that you are also
supporting local rural development. Zealots are vital in Ljungby, yes, but the actors involved
in development are multifold.

The document analysis that was performed also reveals the importance of collaboration
between different actors at varying levels. As rural areas often face problems that are
connected to the sparse structures that exist rurally, working together in different
combinations of collaboration strengthens the strive towards sustainable development. What
has nevertheless also been noticed both in the 2014 - 2022 Rural Development Programme
and in previous programmes, is the lack of diversity regarding who applies for project
funding. The Swedish Board of Agriculture clearly states that there are few women, younger
people and individuals with a non-Swedish background who apply for, and are granted,
funding for projects in a rural setting (Jordbruksverket, 2019). One reason behind this is that
the rural areas of Sweden generally have a more senior population and particularly the
currently biggest generation of individuals working in agriculture are nearing retirement. One
main group that have thus been identified as lacking in rural settings are younger people, and
the County Administrative Boards have nationally raised young people into their strategies
for rural development to combat this absence. Young people are rarely part of local
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development projects, since their interests often lay far away from the adult populations’
view of requirements and measures that should thus be taken. A lot of times, there is also a
general lack of understanding about how young people envision life and how they act in
accordance with their education and/or work and visions of the future. Developmental
projects may however be arranged for, but not by, young people which oftentimes miss the
intended target due to the lack of knowledge about the needs and wants of young people as
mentioned before (Waara, Rüdiger & Jilsmo, 2010). When instead researching different rural
groups and their living conditions, women, eldery people and Sami people were especially
noted, but also men in some studies and specific contexts (Elmqvist, 2014). The lack of a
regional influence could moreover decrease the overall interest for the programme among
regional actors, if not dealt with. Interview person 4 mentioned in the interview how they
have worked with new actors:

“We have also now identified focus areas in the municipality that we
work with. Water is one [focus area], young adults is one, oral
narration is one and the business industry is one. And then we have
partners in that (...)” (Interview person 4, female, working for the
municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed 2022-03-14)

Within the agriculture sector, the problem with an ageing workforce is becoming increasingly
noticeable. The sector is currently dominated by farmers and other people also active in the
agriculture sector above the age of 50. The Swedish Board of Agriculture presents numbers
that showcase that in 1999, 32% of the farmers were above 60 years old, and this number has
continued to rise to almost 40% in 2021. To make matters worse, during the same time period
the Swedish Board of Agriculture can also report that farmers under the age of 50 had
declined from 39% in 1999 to reach a noticeable low 30% in 2021. In rural settings, the
average size of a rural company is only one man, as this accounts for 80% of the businesses.
But there is also a structural change present, where the total number of businesses are
decreasing at the same time as the size of the business are increasing both in sheer land area
and the number of employees. This will affect the long-term opportunities for a sustainable
development, especially connected to a sustainable economic development in rural parts of
Sweden. Jobs are disappearing from rural municipalities and instead end up in more urban,
so-called more knowledge-dense settings. Even if the start-up of new businesses are
relatively strong in rural settings in Sweden compared to an international standard, the fact is
that they are decreasing in numbers. When businesses are disappearing from rural areas, the
utilisations of all resources available in rural areas will decrease as a direct result. The usage
of buildings as in renting and inhabiting them, in order to not have abandoned buildings but
instead an inhabited rural area that feels alive, will decrease. Alongside this, both land usage
and the employment of locally available workforce will decrease too. If rural areas want to
secure a sustainable economic development for the future, new businesses have to be
launched as well as enabling support for existing rural businesses for a continuous
development (Jordbruksverket, 2021). A governmental study performed in 2005 stated that
rural businesses are a basic necessity for the continued survival of rural villages, as they
create growth and job opportunities. To ease the process for rural businesses, the society
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should contribute by enabling better infrastructure and simplifying the current rule system.
Rural businesses have less opportunities than businesses set in urban settings. Not only is the
infrastructure lacking, but the opportunities of networking, finding employees with the
correct competences and lower value premises are commonly found problems for rural
businesses (SOU 2005:36). In current times, however, there is an additional perspective to
add towards the creation of job opportunities in rural settings. The Swedish Rural
Development Programme clearly states the determination to create new rural jobs, however,
with the covid-19 pandemic this has proved to be harder than previously imagined. More
extensive measures have to be taken in order for the set targets in new working opportunities
to be reached. External circumstances such as the pandemic have directly affected rural areas
in ways such as decreased earnings in tourism and harder times for local associations to hold
activities which affects the rural population both financially and socially. In the end, it was
concluded in a 2021 general evaluation that the target goal of creating 930 new job
opportunities in rural settings could not be reached before the programme period ends in 2022
(Jordbruksverket, 2021). In a local setting such as Ljungby, and even more rural villages
belonging to the municipality, the relocation or creation of job opportunities could be the sole
reason as to why one village merely lives, and another one thrives. Hardships for local
associations in arranging social activities perhaps has little financial effect on the rural
village, but affects the feeling of loneliness for especially elderly people. An eldery
individual who lives by themselves in a rural setting, and has a hard time transporting
themselves by car or public transport, is at high risk of experiencing loneliness. Especially
during times such as the covid-19 pandemic. In a study on loneliness, however, the
experienced loneliness was higher in urban settings than in rural - 69% felt lonely in urban
areas, whilst 47% experienced the same feeling in rural areas. Rural areas brought people
together more, and created a more familiar and inviting atmosphere than urban areas could
offer (WSP, 2019). Active local associations arranging social activities also contribute to a
lower feeling of loneliness.

There is some additional social context that might explain the reluctance of moving to the
countryside, especially for the younger generation. The Region of Kronoberg reported in
2020 that in modern strategic urban development there exists a sort of urban ideal towards the
life that urban centres, e.g. cities, offer. The visions of an urban future does not include rural
areas who instead come in second place as a slightly ideal place to live in. Rural areas could
also be seen as either a fairy tale, a romantic idyll to inhabit, or as a miserable area that is
characterised by a rather retrograde reasoning, stagnation and conservatism. The room
deterministic norm that was previously explained in the beginning of the thesis, that there is a
need to explain why you moved to a rural space but not if you moved to an urban one, could
absolutely negatively affect the population levels (Region Kronoberg, 2020). Also, because
of the way the global market functions and the conditions of the rural areas, there is often a
rather weak interest from the market to both build new houses or renovate already existing
buildings. One important challenge is thus to locate financisation to moreover enable for
more occupations (Jordbruksverket, 2021). This is one major reason as to why it is of vital
importance to focus on young people - for job opportunities to still exist in rural areas, in
order for someone to take over from the ageing majority of farmers to secure a national food
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security, and for the overall continued survival of rural villages. It is, mayhaps, no
exaggeration to suggest that a rural future that is both living and thriving hangs a lot on the
rural population, and for other actors to make sure that they receive the support they need. In
Ljungby, this has been identified and actions have been taken, but it is hard to say whether it
is enough or not for the future rural areas of Ljungby to continue to function as well as they
currently are.

5.2 The establishment of service nodes

The decline in the rural population rate, that has been on-going since the start of the
urbanisation, has affected more than simply having fewer neighbours. The Swedish Board of
Agriculture has stated that only recently has the decline seemed to somewhat slowed down,
but the general decline has still affected the services available for rural citizens. Without
enough people using the service, it will usually close down or relocate to a more populated,
urban area. This has not merely affected the business service, but public transportation is also
frequently lacking in these low-service areas. Bad public transportation would signify a
higher car dependency and could prove to create a problematic situation for people who
express their desire to move to a rural area or to establish a business, since there are fewer
means of transportation available (Jordbruksverket, 2021). Many rural villages in Sweden
nowadays lack a grocery store and changes have also affected the distribution of mail in rural
settings (Regeringen, 2006). Or, as mentioned in section 5.1., libraries and other services are
nowadays offered by private companies instead of being delivered by governmental actors,
even if it is their prime responsibility. To combat this trend, there has been a recent surge in
the establishment of certain so-called service nodes in rural settings. There are two different
kinds of service nodes: a physical and a digital. A physical service node is developed as a
natural part of an already established rural business, such as a rural grocery store, where
additional services are added such as the ability to recycle residues from household and/or
industry trash, receive tourist information about the surrounding area, pick up municipal
pamphlets and so on. On the other hand, a digital service node instead offers digital services
for communication and coordination and can also often be found at the venue of the physical
service node due to the need of continuous management. Eventually, the idea is to generate a
smart rural area, where everyone has the foundations to choose to be online, and can utilise
and access digital services without the citizens having to provide for them individually, as in
not having to buy a computer of their own (Servicebanken, n.d.). This is a national goal, and
the Swedish state in tandem with this actively works with relocating entire organisations or
parts away from the capital, Stockholm, to scatter across the country (Region Kronoberg,
2020). Service nodes have recently been established in Ljungby and within the municipality
border these service nodes can now be found in seven different spots all over, in six local
grocery stores and one pizza place. Service nodes are a national project that is currently
underway and the project in Ljungby has received funding from the ERDF, as it is described
to be a part of working with rural development (Servicebanken, n.d.). The service nodes in
Ljungby municipality and the placement of them has been included in the overview plan of
the municipality (Ljungby kommun, 2012), and the region of Kronoberg has earmarked parts
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of their budget of 2020 towards establishing more service offices and towards the support to
stores in order to retain the physical closeness to them (Region Kronoberg, 2020). The
Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional growth showcased in 2014 that the budget of
the Swedish Rural Development Programme has financially aided some of the national
projects in establishing diverse solutions to rural service, depending on the specific local
context, their need of service and the connection between the service required and the targets
within the programme, according to the published report (Tillväxtverket, 2014).

Another kind of service that could turn the tides on whether someone moves to a rural area or
not, is if fast and safe broadband is available to the rural households (Jordbruksverket, 2021).
Broadband instalment is included in the Swedish Rural Development Programme, as it is
seen to be an effective tool to streamline the development of digitalisation and digital
services. Broadband instalment might seem to be a far cry from what one might normally
perceive as targets within rural development, but the Swedish Rural Development
Programme is known to be a broad programme, covering many fractions. Or, as interview
person 2 rather humorously put it:

“The Rural Development Programme is very broad, as I am sure you
have understood. I usually say that it is from ‘isterband to
broadband’” (Interview person 1, male, working for the County
Administrative Board of Kronoberg. Interviewed 2022-03-01)

Digitalisation is thus included in the programme structure and the County Administrative
Board, as interview person 1 is employed by, has been the agency in charge of funding the
broadband instalment. As a matter of fact, the need for enhancements in the overall
infrastructure sector is somewhat dire, including for example broadband instalment and road
improvements. Governmental agencies and other public organisations such as the County
Administrative Board through the Swedish Rural Development Programme could provide aid
in this issue, and if the digital situation improved, the conditions for the business industry to
either stay in or relocate to rural areas will improve in tandem (SOU 2005:36). Financial
support towards the improvement of infrastructure in the entire region of Kronoberg has also
been earmarked by the region and an additional 150 million SEK will be used towards
increasing the tempo of the installation of broadband. Digitalisation, as a target of national
interest and as part of the Swedish Rural Development Programme is thus actively being
processed in Ljungby and surrounding areas (Region Kronoberg, 2020). The Swedish
Ministry of Trade and Industry highlighted in 2017 that digitalisation can moreover lead to an
increase in the competitiveness among the rural businesses, and therefore it should be a key
question towards the long-term business industry development in rural areas. Investments in
the digital infrastructure sector in rural areas will, in many cases, boost the size of the local
labour market and will in turn facilitate the specialisation of businesses and competence
(Näringsdepartementet, 2017). In a world that is increasingly global, where the global market
is getting increasingly more open, and where ways of communication constantly evolve and
spread, it is important to foster a good level of competitiveness in Swedish businesses. Higher
competences in rural businesses would increase overall effectiveness and, to exemplify, could
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in turn increase the payoff in the Swedish animal production sector (Jordbruksverket, 2019).
Investing in rural digitalisation would thus spread positive effects throughout Swedish
society, not merely rural areas, even if they perhaps would notice the positive effects the
most.

One could envision that a municipal presence in a small rural village could be a dealbreaker
for businesses looking to establish themselves, as the presence of service nodes could indicate
some activity in the surrounding area. A generally good level of service offered is one basic
condition for the continued development of rural areas, as stated by the Swedish government
as early as 2005, as well as good communication infrastructure to transport yourself to a
service which is also located further away. If you can offer a solid infrastructure, rural
villages that are closely located to a bigger city have a lesser need of service nodes since they
can easily transport to the bigger city. Nonetheless, this is no help if you live in a rural village
far off from a bigger urban area (Regeringen, 2006). A lot of everyday tasks demand longer
transportations, and will thus be connected to car dependency if service is only found far off.
This distance has a significant consequence especially for the eldery rural population, who
often found themselves as a majority in rural settings (Elmqvist, 2014). Even in the wake of
the spread of digital services, some services are yet to be found online, and therefore physical
distance is still relevant (Region Kronoberg, 2020a). If there is no service left in the villages,
and the majority of inhabitants who are eldery people are in need of everyday service, such as
healthcare, and service located nearby, such as grocery stores, they might have to move to
urban areas to access this. On the other hand, this might not be a problem to a younger family
who drives two cars. Yet, maybe, this is not merely the responsibility of the municipality, but,
as interview person 5 presents:

“The private sector might need state support to withhold service and
stay in the villages, and not like, it is easy that there are solely
German holiday homes. It is too far to a grocery store, too far to a
pharmacy, it is too far to where you can refuel the car.” (Interview
person 5, male, working for the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed
2022-03-18)

But if the private sector were to take over the responsibilities the public sector normally
holds, we are yet again back at what was discussed in section 5.1, where the state arguably
gives away too much responsibility to private rural actors to keep their village alive when it is
the responsibility of governmental actors at varying levels to keep the entirety of Swedish
areas alive, not solely the urban ones. Leaving that discussion aside, as it has already been
covered, the establishment of service nodes has been a successful procedure, at least in the
Ljungby case. In the end, what could be seen in all data that has been gathered, interviews
and documents alike, is that the rural population is incredibly important for the continued
development and resilience of the rural village and the inhabitants themselves. There is
project funding to be found, and methods such as Leader to involve the rural population in
local projects and help them help themselves, in a way. But, what could also be observed is
that the rural population is an ageing population and that there is a lack of diversity in the
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people who apply for project support. This might lead to projects that are formed by, and to, a
very specific group in society. If rural societies wish to thrive even more and cater to several
groups in society, one idea might be to create more diverse project groups, for example to
further include young adults who have been identified as a focus group not only nationally
but also in Ljungby specifically. However, depending on where you as an individual are in
your life, for example career- and family wise, your need for municipal and/or governmental
service will as anticipated differ. Interview person 4 stated this differentiation:

“It will of course benefit you if there is a school or preschool nearby
that your children can attend. And having a grocery store close by
(...) some service you want depending on where you are in life, people
are different. If you do not have kids, maybe you do not have to have
a school or preschool nearby, and if you are self-sufficient maybe you
do not need a grocery store nearby. It is a bit different (...).”
(Interview person 1, female, working for the municipality of Ljungby.
Interviewed 2022-03-14)

As well expressed by interview person 1, your need for service will change during the course
of your life and to some extent it is a balancing act to offer services to a variety of people
with different ages and life situations in a rural village. This balancing act is a challenge for
the municipality as the requirement of service nodes is widespread across societal actors,
which is especially challenging in a municipality such as Ljungby that is very big, simply due
to sheer land size. Solutions towards the provision of service thus have to be flexible, so that
all societal actors, no matter their individual life situation, can benefit (Region Kronoberg,
2020a). When the municipality has trouble reaching out to rural populations, as could be
witnessed in this case study, establishing service nodes could be an appropriate option. This
was for example mentioned by interview person 5, as:

“As Ljungby is a widespread municipality, we have villages such as
Lidhult that is located almost 45 minutes from Ljungby city, or no, but
half an hour at least. (...) We have developed a new overview plan
that says that we will have service nodes. And then Agunnaryd is one,
Ryssby another, Lagan, Lidhult. I think you should strengthen the
municipal service, the municipal presence, in these villages. And I
think that is important in Ljungby, that in size it is a very big
municipality, we live very spread out in the municipality. And if we
had access to municipal service in these smaller villages I think you
can strengthen the countryside.” (Interview person 5, male, working
for the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed 2022-03-18)

Interview person 6 also mentioned the positive in establishing service nodes:

“It is a really big step forward for the municipality, that they have
dared to take a stand and to point out these service nodes in the
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overview plan, so I think that is a step in the right direction”
(Interview person 6, female, working for the municipality of Ljungby.
Interviewed 2022-03-21)

What could be identified is that the need for service in rural settings has been recognised both
on a local and national level. Other kinds of service not mentioned so far, such as the
proximity to different kinds of car fuels and payment- and pharmacy services, have been
studied in Ljungby and the region of Kronoberg. Refuelling the car with traditional petrol is
available widespread in the region on a satisfactory level as of now. However, more modern
ways of refuelling, such as using public electric charging stations or other kinds of renewable
fuels, are much less widespread and could be located far off from rural areas (Region
Kronoberg, 2020a). If you are car dependent, you are thus most likely dependent on a
petrol-driven car if you are a citizen of a rural area. However, the Swedish government has
declared its goal to reduce petrol fuel and other non-renewable fuel types from the market,
and introduce a car fuel market that is free of fossil fuel by year 2040. It has been frequently
discussed in government how this transformation would happen, as it is known that rural
actors have less opportunities of fuelling their fuel-driven vehicles with non-fossil fuel.
Vehicles driven in the agriculture sector are more or less dependent on diesel, and with a total
stop of fossil fuels, all those privately owned tractors and other vehicles would have to be
exchanged. It could prove to be a most costly business and it would also target the rural areas,
who are car dependent due to lacking, or a total lack of, public transportation, further
distances to services only found in urban areas, and who today have less renewable fuel
stations nearby. Summarised, a total stop in fossil fuel is necessary for a sustainable
development, but will most likely prove to be a way more pricey and complex procedure for
rural actors than urban (Sveriges Riksdag, 2021). The Swedish Ministry of Trade and
Industry highlights that the transport system is an essential pusselpiece in order for
individuals to work, live and thrive wherever they choose to live. For a good long-term result,
the Swedish government states that ambitious and green transport solutions have to arise in
combination with continuous good development in national infrastructure
(Näringsdepartementet, 2017).

Pharmacy services are deemed to be on a satisfactory level in the region of Kronoberg,
among others factors thanks to the pharmacy services that certain service nodes can offer, for
example by ordering the pharmacy products needed and having them delivered to the local
grocery store, instead of having to transport to an urban area to purchase them. Payment
services are also on a satisfactory level, to the majority of the rural population according to
the County Administrative Board of Kronoberg who is the responsible agency for the service.
However, a minority has been identified which includes individuals suffering from certain
conditions or for other reasons who are not digitally active, who have a harder time relying
on cash instead of payment cards. Moreover, local associations find it difficult to handle the
cash they recieve when arranging events, since the cost of handling the cash is deemed
unreasonably big in proportion to the incomes they recieve (Region Kronoberg, 2020a). After
all, the continous growth and development of Swedish societies are directly connected to
rural areas living and thriving, being a part of the development (Näringsdepartementet, 2017).
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What is perhaps needed, looking back to section 5.1., is reassurance that the responsibility is
evenly distributed and not merely a heavy task for the rural population or private rural
businesses. If this is done correctly, service nodes could be a saving grace for rural areas on
the brink of extinction or simply just in need of a boost to really thrive. But the widespread
land area of Ljungby in combination to the rather low population number and how spread out
the inhabitants are, could really prove to be a challenge. Especially when equally trying to
offer the same service to all citizens, no matter their living situation.

5.3 The tedious task of administering

The Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth declared in 2019 that one major
obstacle with receiving funding from a fund, such as the European Regional Development
Fund as in this specific case, is the amount of time and money spent on having to account for
where every single cent paid out to a certain project has been used and what the result of it
has been. This has been deemed such a tedious task for Swedish agencies, public and private
individuals alike that the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth issued a
remittance to the state, asking for a reduction in the amount of obligatory administrative
work. Having such a considerable amount of obligatory administrative work has also resulted
in long processing times for receiving the decided funding, which is both a consequence of
the project leaders being forced by current regulations to account for a great deal of
information, as well as the receiving agency having to go through all that has been accounted
for. This remittance was issued in early 2019 and was specifically targeted towards regional
EU funds (Tillväxtverket, 2019). The Swedish NAO had also previously examined if the
national government, the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth and the
Swedish ESF Council had utilised the possibilities for simplifying the administrative process
when working with EU funds. It was declared as an important area to develop, as
simplification of the process would also generate a more effective process and usage of the
financial means within the funds. But in 2012, it was brought to light that the actors that were
examined had not done enough to simplify the administrative process. And, that it was of
importance to overcome this since an effective usage of the financial means could determine
whether the targets that were meant to be reached, such as sustainable development goals,
could actually be realistically attained (Riksrevisionen, 2012). These continuous reports on
overwhelming administrative burden might come as a bit of a surprise, since the guideline for
rural development produced by the Swedish government as early as 2005 declared that the
Rural Development Programme should strive towards a simplicity in the administration and
handling of the programme in its entirety. To ensure this, clear targets and priorities should be
declared as an extensiveness in details risks to obstruct the local capacity to work with
development and the creativity involved. The amount of projects should also be balanced
accordingly, as too much project based activities can lead to a certain tiredness of the project
based structure. Projects could also be seen as more short-term than long-term and in the end
not worth the amount of administration that follows. This is why the organisations
responsible for the development have to work with implementing a sense of continuity, being
able to offer support when needed and to corporate the long-term effects of working in
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collaboration with rural development. The Swedish Rural Development Programme should
be seen as an open and flexible programme, applicable to the individual local context. The
EU also has few other inputs in rural development in Sweden other than the Regional
Development Programme (SOU 2005:36).

Yet, in the first two interviews, the weighty administrative burden was once again expressed
by both interviewees, which was interesting enough that I made a point of asking about it in
all of the remaining interviews, which was made possible thanks to the choice of a
semi-structured interview. For example, when asked about the administrative burden,
interview person 4 drew some comparisons to her own rather small project and stated:

“And it is, there is a lot that has to be accounted for, and it… Yeah, it
is not the smoothes, exactly. And the process of applying is also quite
burdensome, but it is mainly the final report. And then, this was a
quite small and simple project with 100,000 SEK [in funding], but if
you have bigger projects then, yeah, there is a lot of work with the
administration. So absolutely, if something could improve, straight-on
you could say, to facilitate, it is to simplify” (Interview person 4,
female, working for the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed
2022-03-14)

Interview person 4 could also offer some reflections upon this question by reminiscing on her
previous workplace at the Swedish Board of Agriculture:

“And then I know that the Swedish Board of Agriculture has, because
I worked there, and simplification was already then one of the big
boulders, when was it now, 8 years ago. And you are made a bit
incapable by the EU bureaucracy, that in reality controls, it is not the
Swedish state that can control everything (...) It could encourage
development, if it was easier, simplified” (Interview person 4, female,
working for the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed 2022-03-14)

Several other agencies have also brought up the need to simplify the Rural Development
Programme and how the agencies responsible for handling parts of the programme have to
re-develop their processes in tandem. If it was easier to apply for project funding and to
report back what the funding had actually resulted in, then it would also decrease the risk for
the person or organisation who is applying to make mistakes in the administrative process.
The fault lies not only with the applicant, however, but the responsible agencies also have to
improve how they handle the funds and all that this management includes (Sveriges riksdag,
n.d.). The high expectations of the EU is reflected in the detailed rule structure that has
created a great broadness in the programme that has also unnecessarily complicated the
outcome, as it is an intricate matter for national Swedish agencies to handle. Rural
development is not the only task of the programme, but several national investments such as
the national strategy for food safety and broadband instalment that were previously a separate
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goal are now part of the Swedish Rural Development Programme and additionally wides the
structure and the set targets. As one could imagine, this adds to the workload of Swedish
agencies, as not only having to reach national goals but also EU goals is tedious labour. There
was a possibility for the Swedish government to lessen the amount of targets in the Rural
Development Programme, and they could have created a more directed and structured
programme. But, alas, the choice fell upon letting an enormous amount of targets and,
furthermore, adding some national targets as well. The programme was thus produced and
implemented with a lack of strategic support beforehand. In the entirety of the Swedish Rural
Development Programme, there are 90 targets. Out of these 90 targets, the majority have been
assigned a budget in order to actualise itself. When the entire budget is broken down, the sum
for each target area will be rather small. Some targets only received funding as low as 4
million SEK for the entire 7 year programme period which leaves little room for flexibility or
even simply reach any kind of effect (Riksrevisionen, 2018). With a budget this small, the
question is whether something can actually be actualised, or if the money received is purely
symbolic. Can Ljungby actually utilise this funding they receive, or will it all disappear in the
resource-consuming administrative process? The results of this thesis seem to direct the
answer to that question towards the second statement, as there is a will to do more in Ljungby
among all actors, but there are not enough resources available to make it a reality.

There has also been reported that there is another lack of resources, namely, people working
with handling the applications and disbursement of financial support to projects within the
Rural Development Programme. The complexity of the programme structure, with its many
target goals and various different areas of special interest has led to this comprehensive
obligation of reporting back your project results, and the responsible agencies lack enough
employees to deliver back to the rural project in time. Agencies such as the County
Administrative Board have nationally declared this as an issue, even before the end of this
period’s Rural Development Programme and the evolution that will eventually follow.
Another agency that has been even more criticised is the Swedish Board of Agriculture,
whose new IT-system has aggravated the handling of received matters. In order to lower both
costs and the resources in the form of individuals working, the new IT systems have to
alleviate and create efficiency, in short, do what they are expected to. All of these difficulties
and deficiencies that have affected the programme as a whole can additionally significantly
lower the trust and confidence that the people who apply for projects have in Swedish
agencies and the Swedish Rural Development Programme (Riksrevisionen, 2018). But there
is not only a lack of resources on a national level at different agencies. When asked if he felt
that it was difficult to arrange collaborations between different organisations and agencies,
interview person 5 said:

“5: It is hard… Part of it lies with us, it is only me and [interview
person 6], we work, and we have almost 200 associations that we take
care of and have some kind of dialogue with.
Clara: Oh!
5: And we are 2 people. I would say that Växjö has a little more than
200 associations, and they have 7 people working with the activity
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department and 7 in the culture department. So, it’s partly a staffing
issue. No, it’s primarily a staffing issue.” (Interview person 5, male,
working with the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed 2022-03-18)

So, there is a will to do more, but 2 people sharing the responsibility and communication for
200 local associations surely could prove to be a tedious workload. Within the region of
Kronoberg, Ljungby municipality is the second biggest city, even if it is declared as a rural
city, and Växjö is the biggest city within the region. However, with this stark difference in
staffing, there will also be a difference in what the municipality can realistically achieve. If
there is no staff to handle a project fund and all of the management this comes with, there
will be no project even if considerable amounts of funding would be available. Again, this
would then again fall upon the shoulders of the rural population, who in that case would have
to manage the project themselves during their free time, without any payment and we find
ourselves back at square one, as discussed in section 5.1. A colleague to interview person 5,
interview person 6, also mentioned the lack of resources in her interview when asked if they
cooperated with more urban agencies too:

“No, in the culture- and village project we do not [collaborate],
exactly. But you could do that, but we are nonetheless limited with
our resources” (Interview person 6, female, working with the
municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed 2022-03-21)

The lack of resources may also have some future consequences. A lack of employees at the
national agencies in charge of the Swedish Rural Development Programme, means that the
evaluation that will follow from this programme period and was to be applied to the next
programme period which starts in 2023, will be delayed. The Swedish NAO reported that
there is an imminent risk that the results from the revolution will be delayed so much that the
following Rural Development Programme will be decided before information about the
results in the current programme period has been released. The indicators that are and have
been reported, the same indicators that give both the project leaders and responsible agency
such a tedious task of accounting, measure for example quantity within the programme. Still,
these indicators can not speak for or visualise expected improvements and changes within
and connected to the programme. In the end, the indicators that have to be reported and that
creates a heavy workload for both sides of the project, do not contribute towards creating a
better Rural Development Programme. The considerable workload also risks that focus
should be moved from the targets and results in the programme (Riksrevisionen, 2018). This
is a huge flaw not only found in the Swedish Rural Development Programme, but in other
programmes too, especially since the structure of the Rural Development Programme is EU
controlled but nonetheless nationally implemented. Easing the workload could prove to be a
win-win situation, but simplification also has to be carefully executed so that not too much
vital information and indicators are removed from the obligatory programme administration.
If too much is removed, there is a greater risk of cheating by for example not using the funds
that have been received for a certain purpose in the way they are supposed to. The

42



simplification is both a necessity and a risk and should thus be a task that, if done, should be
done ever so carefully. Interview person 2 explained the necessity of simplifying quite well:

“There are really nice, like, purposes and targets and so on, but we
experience that more and more of our staff have to administer, work
with investments and recruit. Everything that is surrounding, but, at
the expense of the core business, to create education in my case,
education and guidance out in the rural areas. So we sit and
administer ourselves to death in time instead of creating business.
That is the feeling that you get sometimes, actually, unfortunately”
(Interview person 2, female, working for the County Administrative
Board. Interviewed 2022-03-04)

The administrative burden and the need to decrease it has only been highlighted on a EU
level, with an evaluation of existing data systems being launched by the Directorate-General
for Regional and Urban Policy, shortened DG REGIO. The idea behind launching this
evaluation is to look into how data systems are utilised in the EU member states and how
effective and user-friendly they are. Representatives from different kinds of programme
authorities within the EU, but all connected to the ERDF or the Cohesion Fund, could leave
their contributions to the evaluation online and with their identity protected. If you were
someone who had received support from the ERDF, for example, you could also provide your
own opinion to the evaluation online (European Commission, n.d.2). The overall objective
with this evaluation is to collect information about the administrative data systems that are
currently in use and identify which systems are good and apply an in-depth analysis on them.
Lastly, it is vital to identify challenges connected to the systems to see what could be
improved in future programme periods, as suggested by the European Commission in a 2020
report. In the end, the idea is to make the best systems available to national authorities within
the EU. However, the evaluation, which started in 2020, is as of the finalisation of this thesis
still ongoing, but scheduled to be finalised in 2022 (European Commission, 2020). On an
even more international level, the OECD released a guidance tool for policy makers as early
as in 2009 on how to work with administrative simplification, further acknowledging that this
issue is nothing new on a global scale, either. In this guide, the OECD reports that barriers
that exist on implementing administrative simplification strategies are found in more or less
all countries, and that it is important for each and every country to develop their own model
in order to successfully undertake the ordeal of simplifying the administrative process. Even
if all countries have to develop their own model, lessons could still be learned as some issues
that are faced, are faced by multiple countries finding themselves in the same kind of context.
Thus, it is valuable for countries to exchange good practices and knowledge about how to
apply an administrative simplification strategy towards a specific area (OECD, 2009). In light
of the current crisis, such as the covid-19 pandemic, which affected the rural areas a great
deal especially in loss of financial earnings and a decrease in social gatherings, countries
could moreover exchange good practices in ascending from the difficulties. The Swedish
government has issued some extra financial aid towards the Swedish Rural Development
Programme to be put towards supporting the recovery from the pandemic and the effect this
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has had on agriculture and rural development. The financial aid is derived from the EU’s
Recovery plan and will be available 2021-2022 until the closure of the programme period
(Jordbruksverket, 2021). These are great opportunities for rural areas to turn around after a
strained period of time, however, one must not forget that this will also allude to extra
paperwork and administration for the officials handling these sudden changes in the budget.

In research, administrative burdens are seen as to play a crucial, fundamental role connected
to the quality of governance. A bad enough case of too much administrative burden can shift
the way the public can exercise their rights as a citizen of their country, for example by not
having access to public services that can alter your quality of life. Effectiveness of certain
programmes decrease when administrative burdens increase, and often result in reaching only
a small fraction of the intended target group. Sometimes it is unavoidable with administrative
burdens but there are many cases in which the administrative burden is unjustified compared
to the results they bring and costs they demand. These kinds of burdens also affect some
groups more than others, and those groups who already are vulnerable in society - such as a
rural population, as in this case - are those at the highest risk of feeling the effects of
administrative burdens and decrease their chances of participating in society (Herd &
Moynihan, 2018). Interview person 4 mentioned both how tedious it has been working with
administrative details connected to the Rural Development Programme and the importance of
having local agencies for support:

“It [the administrative burden] can obstruct development, of course,
because it is a bit tiresome (...)”
“So, really, it is helpful to have a Leader office that is active [nearby]”
(Interview person 4, female, working for the municipality of Ljungby.
Interviewed 2022-03-14)

The local Leader office, in this case the Leader Linné office, is available all year round for
project ideas application and is also there to provide support for the one who is applying.
Leader Linné also offers education and other informative opportunities, to support the project
from the start as an idea to a finished application and product. On the website, there is the
complete application template to study beforehand and the questions that will be asked to
investigate the usefulness of the project and the financiation needed are also available
(Leader Linné, n.d.2). All in all, there is some support at one’s disposal in the application
process and the ease the administrative burden for the individual. Yet, as mentioned above in
the quotation of interview person 4, there still is an administrative burden for the agencies in
charge of the Swedish Rural Development Programme, and as a matter of fact, the general
Rural Development Programme as highlighted by the EU. Even if an office such as Leader
Linné does exist in a rural setting and is acknowledged by the municipality, as interview
person 4 is acknowledging, the fundamental problem still remains. The administrative burden
for especially agencies working with the Rural Development Programme, but also individuals
applying for project funding, is too cumbersome, all the while the agencies also lack the
resources to tackle the problem. Not only Swedish agencies are facing this issue, but the
administrative burden on various agencies has been paid attention to in the EU and globally,
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and it has moreover been noticed both in rural settings such as the municipality of Ljungby
and in research and document studies. One might question, if the problem is so clear to
individuals on various different levels, why has it not been solved yet? What is the problem
in solving the problem? What could be done to ease the situation?

5.4 The collaboration with other actors

Another possible problematic area that arose in discussion during the interviews, was the lack
of understanding about what other agencies, beyond yourself as an actor, did for rural
development in the local, surrounding area. There was also, perhaps surprisingly, a lack of
knowledge about the Rural Development Programme itself. As more thoroughly explained in
the ‘Material and Method’ section of this thesis, the 6 people that were interviewed were
chosen to be interviewed as they, in one way or another, worked with rural development in
the municipality of Ljungby. Out of these 6 individuals, only 4 had knowledge about the
Swedish Rural Development Programme, its intentions and if it had been implemented in
Ljungby municipality. For example, interview person 1, who has been working with rural
development questions for over 25 years, stated that:

“It is through the Rural Development Programme we do the majority
of things - Leader and our contributions. All financial contributions,
everything financial, all educational contributions we do and
everything like that is through the Rural Development Programme
(...). We have no other financial means towards rural development
today.” (Interview person 1, male, working for the County
Administrative Board of Kronoberg. Interviewed 2022-03-01)

The Swedish Rural Development Programme, which is more in-depth described in the
‘Background’ section of this thesis, is so broad and thus covers numerous different areas, that
it is the sole programme responsible for all rural development in Sweden. As interview
person 1 stated during the interview, there are little to none other financial means available
for rural development for the County Administrative Board that is not derived from the
Swedish Rural Development Programme in one way or another. For the Leader office, Leader
Linné in this case, things are somewhat different. Interview person 3 thoroughly explained
how Leader functions:

“(...) The financial contribution, in the part that is project funds, is a
mix of different funds. It is EU-funds, public funds which are either
municipal or regional funds, it looks different from one geographical
area to another geographical area. (...). And state funds. So it is a mix
of these 3 funds in pre-decided pots, or parts” (Interview person 3,
female, working for Leader Linné. Interviewed 2022-03-08)
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So, the situation for rural development financiation is different for the County Administrative
Boards and the Leader offices. Both are important actors, as the County Administrative
Boards are responsible for implementing and administering the usage of the funds within the
programme and the final results of projects. Leader, on the other hand, are more directed
towards individual actors wanting to start a project. The County Administrative Boards are
more directed and sturdy in their structure because they are given a governmental focus
annually which is what they have to follow, whilst Leader is more open and flexible, and can
be more or less active depending on both the geographical context and the activeness of the
rural population in wanting to initiate projects. Looking towards another actor - the
municipality - and how they work with rural development, interview person 4 who works for
the municipality of Ljungby said that:

“I would only say [that we work with rural development] through
Leader. Not the other parts, like business support and those aspects,
but only through Leader I would say” (Interview person 4, female,
working for the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed 2022-03-14)

The rural development work via Leader that the municipality pursues is later elaborated in the
interview:

“(...) Leader is not included in our strategy documents or in our
guidance document like that, but it is an important part of it and also,
we have an yearly pot of the budget that is given to international
work and then it is co-financisation for international projects and
most of the time it is EU-projects, EU-financed projects. And through
that goes our Leader co-financiation to our Leader area. But it does
not say so in the guidance documents, or, I do not think so, or it
might, I can double check…” (Interview person 4, female, working
for the municipality of Ljungby. Interviewed 2022-03-14)

There is, however, an explanation as to why the Swedish Rural Development Programme is
not included in the municipality's work with rural development, as will following be
explained by interview person 4:

“Because they are directed primarily not towards public actors, the
Rural Development Programme, but towards private actors and
non-profit associations. So that is why it is not in our guidance
documents” (Interview person 4, female, working for the municipality
of Ljungby. Interviewed 2022-03-14)

However, what is made clear through these snippets from the interviews, is that the different
actors within the rural development sector work in different ways. The Swedish Rural
Development Programme is primarily directed towards actors who are not public agencies,
and agencies such as the County Administrative Boards are included because they are in
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charge of parts of the programme. But the role that the County Administrative Boards play
and how they should work with rural development overall is unclear, which has been recently
brought forward. In a newly released report by the Swedish NAO, it is highlighted that the
role of the County Administrative Board is unclear which complicates collaboration on a
regional level. It is the government that directs the County Administrative Boards in a general
direction but recently this direction has been lacking in clarity, especially when it comes to
how the County Administrative Boards should work with regional development, to where
rural development is connected. It is vital that this direction should be clarified, since the
County Administrative Boards are a governmental agency on a regional level, and
increasingly more societal questions are of a cross-sectoral character (Riksrevisonen, 2022).
The municipality is however principally responsible for the development at the local, rural
level and should thus have established collaborations with other agencies that also have tasks
that fall under the broad category of rural development (Jordbruksverket, 2021).

But, between Ljungby municipality and the County Administrative Board of Kronoberg there
is not currently an active collaboration or on-going communication. This has to do with
several different reasons according to what came up during the interviews. For example, from
the perspective of the County Administrative Board, interview person 2 shared the following
statement:

“Yeah, we collaborate very rarely with just the municipality, actually.
There are often rural developers in the municipalities, and it has
happened that we have collaborated with them too. But, we could
really develop that further, to collaborate more with them, because it
is not very often that we do that, actually.” (Interview person 2,
female, working for the County Administrative Board of Kronoberg.
Interviewed 2022-03-04)

So, there is a will to develop this collaboration further. As has been explored in previous
sections, namely 5.1., the local population either by themselves or with support by Leader a
majority of times have to take charge and actively work with developing their rural area,
outside of for example their full-time job and with no financial profit at the end. Different
agencies do not collaborate, even if actually they work towards the same purpose which in
this case is sustainable rural development and a nation where rural areas can both survive and
thrive, and even if different reports on rural development state that they really should work
together for mutual benefits. What they instead do is work with so-called grassroot level
actors such as private organisations and simply keen individuals, which on one hand is very
good that they do. Rural inhabitants often have a good sense of what development is needed
in their own local context and how this could benefit and strengthen the area. On the other
hand, there should be both multilateral and bilateral collaborations, with various affected
actors on different levels in society, not merely the rural population.

Another thought-provoking fact that was discovered during the interviews, was that there
were also interviewees who had little to no understanding about the Swedish Rural
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Development Programme. Interview person 5 and 6, who both worked for Ljungby
municipality, knew very little or nothing about the programme despite working everyday with
tasks that would fall under the category of rural development.. For example, they both
worked with local and rural associations and arranged social gatherings in rural settings,
which could be connected to sustainable rural development. Since the interviews nonetheless
were semi-structured, questions about the programme did arise, but both interviewees
declined to answer a majority of them due to lack of knowledge and insight. After having
declined a few questions about the Rural Development Programme, interview person 6
stated:

“I think I have to research this Rural Development Programme, it
feels like, I hope my colleague [interview person 4] knows more about
this. I can not answer because I have not researched it.” (Interview
person 6, female, working for the municipality of Ljungby.
Interviewed 2022-03-21)

Interestingly enough, interview person 6 discloses in the interview that she has had contact
with Leader beforehand and has collaborated with Leader Linné in local projects previously.
So without perhaps reflecting over the fact, interview person 6 has been in contact with the
Rural Development Programme as the Leader method is something that is directly connected
to it. Needless to say, there is a necessity to widen the understanding of the Rural
Development Programme in general and about the Swedish Rural Development Programme
in specific in order to create satisfactory collaborations across multiple sectors and societal
levels. Since municipalities are an incredibly important character in the work towards
sustainable rural development, the employees at Ljungby municipality should possess
adequate knowledge about how they specifically and the municipality in general work with
rural developments. They should moreover have knowledge about general goals within the
organisation, how they could aid with fulfilling them and lastly how they work they perform
towards rural development is either directly or indirectly connected to set targets in the
Swedish Rural Development Programme. The Swedish government expressed this demand
for broader knowledge in a report from 2017 by stating that the local and regional level, such
as municipalities, regions and other collaborating agencies, are central for the development of
rural areas. They have the local context that the national level is in absence of. Without a
cohesive direction of rural development, there is a risk that society will develop in a manner
which makes rural actors feel left out from societal development. This can not be limited to a
national cohesive direction, but the direction in which rural development may head should be
customised for the regional and the local context (Näringsdepartementet, 2017).

On another note, the programme period of Leader will end this year. This means that their
programme period is intertwined with the Swedish Rural Development Programme period as
that programme also ends in 2022. Interview person 3, who works at Leader Linné,
highlighted this fact:
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“We have produced a new strategy, we did that during the last year,
the whole of last year, including our entire geographic area and all of
our inhabitants. And… When that is submitted, when we have
submitted and applied for a continuation or whatever, be part of a
new period, which in that case starts in 2023. But we do not know
that, we will receive the decision this summer. That is how it is, we do
not have a guarantee, or that somebody else decides where our
money goes.” (Interview person 3, female, working for Leader Linné.
Interviewed 2022-03-08)

So Leader Linné will end their programme period in 2022, and as of the writing of this thesis,
their establishment has not been renewed as of yet. It may prove to be rather unlikely that it
should not be renewed and allowed to continue, considering the praise the method has
received for bringing together rural populations with project ideas in tandem with agencies
with funds available for rural development. But, as mentioned in the quotation above, there
are no actual guarantees for a renewal. Especially since several points of improvement have
been brought to attention by previous, general evaluations of the Swedish Rural Development
Programme, especially the one executed in 2018 by the Swedish NAO. And, as well
summarised and brought up by interview person 5:

“To think that a programme is complete is to do yourself a disservice”
(Interview person 6, male, working for the municipality of Ljungby.
Interviewed 2022-03-18)

That is why an expedient evaluation is needed of the general political goals in accordance
with rural development. Also, there has to be a system that can measure the target fulfilment
rate in order for that to become reality. The state also has to come closer to their national
population, which is currently not the trend, as one important task of the state is to facilitate
for rural areas to develop in line with their own qualifications. It is also a governmental
responsibility to establish good opportunities for associations and/or individuals, working
non-profit, to contribute to local rural development. It is named one of the absolute
cornerstones that all relevant actors on national and regional level should act in a more
coherent manner to effectively implement a united rural politic. In general, The Swedish
Ministry of Trade and Industry declared in 2017 that Sweden has some pretty solid
opportunities for sustainable growth and development (Näringsdepartementet, 2017). But, it
should be a fact known to many, that targets are not reached in solitude, but in collaboration
and mutual support between the actors involved.

In conclusion, several national agencies highlight the need for a thorough evaluation and
follow-up of the programme. Information and good practices gathered from the evaluation
should be implemented in the new programme period starting in 2023. It should naturally be
evaluated on an international EU level in addition to a national, Swedish, evaluation report,
but as Sweden funds 60% of the Rural Development Programme the need of a national
evaluation is most dire and relevant. The Swedish NAO moreover stresses that this
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information should be made available in the planning phase of the next programme period, in
other words, quite presently. A lack of knowledge about the current programme period will
lead to a less developed next period (Riksrevisionen, 2018). And if there is something that is
required, it is a solid rural development programme that is well suited to fit any local context
and offer the best support possible for areas in need.
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6. Concluding discussion

There are several concluding remarks that should be highlighted. As could be witnessed
several times, by being brought up by more or less all of the interviewees and by several
governmental and organisational reports, the administrative burden has to be decreased.
Some quotations by the interviewees could suggest that damage has already been done by the
overwhelming burden, as the individuals working with rural development express their
frustration over having to work with administration instead of doing what they are really
supposed to do. Rural development has functioned as well as it has in Ljungby because of the
resilient rural population, who take upon themselves to do a lot of things that are perhaps not
their responsibility, such as offering library services. It is of course wonderful to have such an
active population who individually put in the time to support their rural village, and this
commitment has not been overlooked by the supporting agencies. Yet, one might wonder, if
the government or other agencies that are responsible for the Swedish Rural Development
Programme do not feel the need to actively involve themselves in villages with an active rural
population, since the population themselves execute the developmental work. Should the
government focus more on rural areas that are in need of development and that also do not
have an active rural population to operate projects, or, offer the same focus on all rural areas
that are in need of development, no matter the activeness of the population? It might come
across as an equality versus equity matter, and might be a hard question to deliver a concrete
and straightforward answer to.

What could ease the situation, of who is responsible for ensuring rural development, is to
enable an active collaboration between actors at different levels in society. There is a lack of
collaboration, especially between the municipality and the County Administrative Board.
Both of these actors have been recognised as vital in rural development work, as the
municipality has the local context, having identified problem areas and possible local
associations to collaborate with in a specific question. The County Administrative Boards are
directly responsible for some parts of the budget in the Swedish Rural Development
Programme and possess a unique role as a governmental actor in a regional setting. If these
two actors could improve their collaboration and communication with each other, there is a
great chance of lowering the amount of time and energy the rural population themselves has
to contribute with. But, for this collaboration to happen, the administrative burden has to
decrease so that public officials have time available to make collaborations happen, as
mentioned in both sections 5.3 and 5.4. With the results that were derived from the gathered
data, this thesis wishes to highlight the interconnections in all of these implications that were
brought up. Service nodes are a great option for rural areas that need service in order to
thrive, and would make the government hit their target of all areas of Sweden not only living,
but also thriving, as mentioned in section 5.2. It is challenging, however, to offer a multitude
of services to a population with varying needs depending on their life situation. To
accommodate this, service nodes have to be flexible and applicable to a majority, but there
might still be some service that can only be found in urban areas. In that case, offering better
transportation opportunities, such as improving infrastructure and bettering roads and
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offering increasing public transportation. If rural areas are still car dependent, because the
cost of the public transportation is greater than the usage of it, offering more renewable fuel
stations could be one sustainable solution and a great way to gently nudge a population
towards a more green alternative to fossil fuel. Yet, in the case of agricultural vehicles that
utilise diesel, in connection to the switch to total renewable fuel by 2040, the government
needs clear guidelines to how to lessen the blow to rural societies as it is clear that this will
affect rural areas more than urban.

So, to specifically answer the research questions, there are lessons to be learned about how
rural development, in line with the Swedish Rural Development Programme, has functioned
in Ljungby municipality. Rural development has functioned rather well, thanks to a resilient
population and non-profit associations operating and acquiring financial aid for projects.
Much thanks to Leader, a method within the programme, which has proved to be a successful
support in the Ljungby case. But there are definitely improvements that could be done to the
Swedish Rural Development Programme and integrated for the next programme period in
2023. The heavy administrative burden is nothing novel, but nevertheless has to be decreased
so that rural development can function more smoothly and more collaborations could be
found. It is apparent that the Rural Development Programme, both on a national and
international level, is an incredibly large programme which has its benefits and disadvantages
and simplifying the programme in itself may prove to simplify the entire process. Just
studying the budget by itself, and how 90 different target areas split one single fund, one
could clearly see the need of scaling down the amount of targets. If not, one might risk solely
spending money on administration and nothing else, as the budget is too small and the
obligatory administration too heavy as witnessed in section 5.3. The will to work with rural
development is there, and clearly stated by both national and international level actors, but it
is not possible to work with every single area and target at once. There is too much
responsibility put on the rural population, especially in comparison to the urban population,
and this allocation of responsibility is observed as normative, as discussed and highlighted in
section 5.1. This outlook on societal structure is unequal, and the relations between urban and
rural areas are often more to the benefit of urban areas than rural. More distinct targets are
needed and to better reach the targets set within the programme and better collaborations as
suggested in section 5.4 are an additional necessity for continued development. An
international common term would probably be misleading, as what is rural is rather
context-dependent, but attempting to bring about a Swedish common term could nonetheless
at the very least be investigated1.

However, as in all research, there are limitations as to what results this study can showcase
and how it can be applied to other research situations. The case study was executed in a small
rural municipality in Sweden and is context dependent. Yet, this was known when the thesis
was commenced, and the aim was to present how rural development has functioned in a local
context, namely Ljungby municipality, and there is still valid scientific reasoning behind the
execution of this study. This thesis thus lays the foundations and suggests further research in

1 One could imagine that rural development would be aided if the leading agencies in Sweden agreed upon a common
terminology of what exactly entails for a rural area.
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other local contexts, both on a national and international level, to present and evaluate how
the Rural Development Programme has impacted rural areas. As stated in one of the
quotations in section 5.4, to assume that a programme is finished is doing yourself a
disservice, so to execute evaluations on a regular basis is to constantly improve the
programme structure and heighten its ability to reach the set targets. The Swedish Rural
Development Programme has never been evaluated on such a local basis before, merely on a
national and general level, so another suggestion would be to investigate the programme in
some additional Swedish rural areas. Perhaps, if many local examples are as thoroughly
investigated as the level of this thesis, one could maybe even begin to generalise the results or
at the very least form an overview of the work with rural development in Sweden. This could
unquestionably prove to help aid future Rural Development Programmes towards identifying
focus areas and how to combat problems as effectively as possible. Developing rural areas
should be a key question for the entire society - not merely to members of the rural
population.
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Appendix 1: Interview questions

1. How long have you been working with rural development? (Hur länge har du arbetat
med landsbygdsutveckling?)

2. Have you, to some extent, worked with the Swedish Rural Development Programme?
(Har du, i någon utsträckning, arbetat med det svenska landsbygdsprogrammet?)
2b. If not, have you heard of it? (Om inte, har du hört talas om det?)

3. How do you think that the rural development has functioned in Ljungby municipality?
(Hur tycker du att landsbygdsutvecklingen har fungerat i Ljungby kommun?)
3b. Do you have any examples of what has functioned well and/or what has not? (Har
du några exempel på vad som har fungerat bra och/eller dåligt?)

4. Do you know if the Swedish Rural Development Programme has been implemented
in Ljungby municipality? (Vet du om det svenska landsbygdsprogrammet har
implementeras i Ljungby kommun?)
4b. If yes, how was it implemented? (Om ja, hur har det implementerats?)
4c. If not, do you know why it has not been implemented? (Om nej, vet du varför det
inte har implementerats?)

5. When working with rural development, do you collaborate with any other agency,
organisation, individual, etc? (När ni arbetar med landsbygdsutveckling, samarbetar ni
då med någon annan myndighet, organisation, individ, etc?)

6. In what way do you think that the Swedish Rural Development Programme has
improved, supported, or provided aid regarding the rural development in Ljungby
municipality? (På vilket sätt tycker du att det svenska landsbygdsprogrammet har
utvecklat, stöttat eller erbjudit stöd gällande landsbygdsutveckling i Ljungby
kommun?)

7. Do you think that the Swedish Rural Development Programme could be further
developed for the next programme season? (Anser du att det svenska
landsbygdsprogrammet kan vidareutvecklas till nästa programperiod?)
6b. If yes, how could it be further developed? Could you give examples? (Om ja, hur
kan det vidareutvecklas? Kan du ge exempel?)
6c. If no, how do you wish to work with rural development in the future? (Om nej, hur
önskar du att arbeta med landsbygdsutveckling i framtiden?)

8. How would you ideally develop the rural areas of Ljungby municipality? What do
you see as the biggest issues right now? (Hur skulle du idealt sett utveckla de rurala
delarna av Ljungby kommun? Vad ser du som den största utmaningen just nu?)

9. Any further questions, or comments? (Några frågor eller kommentarer?)
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Appendix 2: Consent to data processing form
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