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In rural areas, the social innovation (SI) process emerges as a response to negative socioeconomic trends or gets
triggered by open windows of opportunity, bringing solutions that revitalize the rural fabric through the
voluntary involvement of the local community. As such, SI is increasingly recognized as a tool to support rural
development and transformative change. Regardless of increased interest and research, there are still calls for
empirical evidence on the SI process, its effects, and the success factors. Our study responds to this research gap
by providing empirical evidence on the 20 years of the development of a remote rural area — Charcoal Land - that
sparked the revival of traditional charcoal burning in Slovenia. To better understand how such processes roll out
on the ground, we conducted the case study, using a combination of document reviews, key informant in-
terviews, semi-structured interviews, and participatory observations. Using event sequence analysis, we mapped
key events in the development of the Charcoal Land and distinguished five key dimensions (Context, Trigger,
Agency, Phases, and Effects) based on a framework for analyzing SI as a process of SI. Then, we inductively
recognized three key success factors that were crucial for the revival of traditional charcoal burning in Slovenia:
the embeddedness of innovators in multiple networks, strategic use of narratives for obtaining resources, and
legitimization by the local community and public actors. Our results indicate that the development of the
Charcoal Land can be regarded as an SI process that sparked the reconfiguration of traditional charcoal burning
and its revival in Slovenia. The voluntary engagement of various actors (e.g., charcoal burners, foresters, local
authorities) led to the formation of evolving agencies with the capacity to repetitively rearrange around common
projects and goals. Through diversification of activities, traditional charcoal burning started being performed
small scale and for educational, touristic, culinary, cultural, and commercial purposes. Over the last 20 years,
traditional charcoal burning scaled up and out of the local territory of the Charcoal Land to other geographical
and policy levels. Due to three success factors, and through institutionalization, traditional charcoal burning
became recognized as an intangible cultural practice, as well as monitored forestry and agricultural practices.

1. Introduction

EU policies and programs increasingly recognize SI as an important
tool for rural areas to develop new solutions to respond to wicked
problems and improve local living conditions at the grassroots level.
Additionally, an emerging body of literature stresses the relevance of SI
in rural areas (Banerjee et al., 2021; Bock, 2016; Bosworth et al., 2016;
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Lindberg, 2017; Neumeier, 2012), highlighting that SI “represents an
important pillar of sustainable rural development processes” (de Fatima
Ferreiro et al., 2021, p. 2). In rural development, SI has the potential to
promote the reconfiguration of local resources through bottom-up pro-
cesses on the local level and connect them with established strategic
aims and instruments on the policy level (Nemes, 2005, p. 1). As such, SI
is simultaneously dependent on local resources and participation, and
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relations among actors across geographical and organizational bound-
aries (Copus et al., 2017; Jungsberg et al., 2020). By building local re-
sources and capacities and connecting them with wider structures and
environments (Katonane Kovacs et al., 2016; Neumeier, 2017), SI be-
comes a means to satisfy local needs and simultaneously create eco-
nomic value (Edwards-Schachter and Wallace, 2017; Moulaert et al.,
2017; Mulgan et al., 2007; Nicholls et al., 2015; Ubels et al., 2019).

Studies on SI processes in rural areas focused mostly on various aspects
of SI governance, usually addressing one or several concepts: place-based
context (i.e. Baker and Mehmood, 2013; Olmedo et al., 2021; Steiner et al.,
2021), policy conditions (i.e. Ludvig et al., 2021a; Lukesch et al., 2020;
Rogelja et al., 2018; Zivojinovic et al., 2019), the ways of SI development
(i.e. Sarkki et al., 2021; Vercher et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2022), actors and
agency (i.e. Vercher, 2022; Jungsberg et al., 2020; de Fatima Ferreiro
etal., 2021; Nordberg et al., 2020), as well as SI effects and success factors
(i.e. Govigli et al., 2020; Castro-Arce and Vanclay, 2020; Steiner et al.,
2021; Ravazzoli et al., 2021; Novikova, 2022).

What findings of the previous studies have in common is that the SI
process is conditioned by civil self-organization and voluntary partici-
pation (Bock, 2016; Sarkki et al., 2019b; Ubels et al., 2019). Through
participation and deliberation (Kruger and Shannon, 2010; Shannon,
1989), SI encourages collaborative local linkages and collective learning
cultures (Sarkki et al., 2019a), creating new relational values (Gar-
cia-Llorente et al., 2018; Georgios and Barrai, 2021; Sarkki et al.,
2019a). Newly created networks act as platforms for the exchange of
ideas and the development of innovative solutions. Through the insti-
tutionalization of innovative capacities, new relations and values are
built across wider spatial and socio-political environments (Richter and
Christmann, 2021). Those new structures could coexist with the tradi-
tional ones or replace them with new governance arrangements (Pisani
et al., 2020), contributing to sustainable development and social change
(Bock, 2016; Howaldt et al., 2018). Indeed, scholars of transformative
innovation (Avelino et al., 2014.; Castro-Arce and Vanclay, 2020; Hax-
eltine et al., 2016) stress the transformative power of SI to create new
agency that changes agendas and institutions. In this way, trans-
formative SI influences “socio-political roles and routines, beliefs,
knowledge, power flows, and resources” (de Fatima Ferreiro et al.,
2021), and thus is a normative process, that can result in all shades of
positive as well as negative transformations (Avelino et al., 2019).

Due to the diversity in the research of SI in rural areas, the research
field is fragmented and dispersed between several fields (Bataglin and
Kruglianskas, 2022). How the SI process rolls out “on the ground”, and
achieves its transformative effects in practice is just one of several sig-
nificant gaps to address. Firstly, scholars are still calling to provide more
empirical evidence on the SI processes (Kluvankova et al., 2018; Richter
and Christmann, 2021; Vercher et al., 2022), so that success factors can
be identified. Secondly, most studies until now tend to deeply focus on
one or a few aspects of SI (i.e. Coelho de Souza et al., 2021; Henderson
et al.,, 2020; Ludvig et al., 2019; Lukesch et al., 2020; Richter and
Christmann, 2021). Although previous studies make valuable contri-
butions to the state-of-the-art knowledge on SI, there is still a lack of
empirical studies that follow SI processes long-term or on several levels.
There are even fewer studies that provide such long-term longitudinal
analysis in in-depth detail, capturing not just the emergence and
reconfiguring, but also consolidation and institutionalization of
forest-based SI initiatives, as well as their effects and success factors.

We hope that our study contributes to filling these identified gaps by
doing a longitudinal analysis of an in-depth case study (from the
emergence trough scaling to institutionalization of the SI) by applying a
comprehensive analysis framework with five SI dimensions (context,
trigger, agency, process of reconfiguration, effects). With the aim to
better understand how the SI process rolls out on the ground to achieve
positive effects we provide empirical evidence on the five SI dimensions
(deductively derived) and inductively derive success factors for the SI.

Section two briefly presents five dimensions of the framework for
analyzing SI in marginalized rural areas (based upon Secco et al., 2017),
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while section three introduces the materials and methods used. Section
four answers to the research question by presenting deductive results on
the Charcoal Land development, structured according to the five key di-
mensions of the framework. Section five reflects the inductively derived
findings on three key success factors of the Charcoal Land initiative.
Finally, section six discusses the findings and concludes with reflections on
the limitations of the study and avenues for future research.

2. Framework for analyzing social innovation as a process

There are numerous approaches to the study of SI and related defi-
nitions (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Howaldt et al., 2018; Howaldt et al.,
2014; Hubert and Bepa, 2010; Mulgan et al., 2007; Moulaert et al., 2017;
Polman et al., 2017; Ravazzoli et al., 2021). SI can be “broadly seen as
activities, practices, and approaches that help communities achieve goals
where previously needs were unmet or unrealized” (Daniel and Jenner,
2022). The European Union Horizon 2020 Project “Social innovations in
marginalized rural areas - SIMRA”(http://www.simra-h2020.eu/)
embraced both the process and product view of state-of-the-art defini-
tions (Secco et al., 2017), proposing that SI can be defined as

“the reconfiguring of social practices, in response to societal challenges,
which seeks to enhance outcomes on societal well-being and necessarily in-
cludes the engagement of civil society actors.” (Polman et al., 2017, p. 12)

Building on the existing literature (Dalla Torre et al., 2020;
Kluvankova et al., 2018; Secco et al., 2017) and following the SIMRA
definition of social innovation (Polman et al., 2017, p. 12), we under-
stand forest-based SI as

the process of the change in social practices related to forest-based re-
sources triggered by locally manifested yet global issues or windows of
opportunity and driven by the voluntary, collective agency with the aims
to positively influence collective well-being. (Own elaboration)

Following the SIMRA framework, our analysis approach highlights
five key dimensions (Context, Trigger, Agency, Process of reconfigura-
tion, Effects) and respective components (preparatory, reconfiguring,
and project phase; outputs, outcomes, impacts) of SI as a process, as
illustrated in Fig. 1.

SI is embedded in context, which relates to various spatial-temporal
ecosystems with their social, political, and economic settings. It typically
includes the policy framework conditions, formal and informal gover-
nance and institutional arrangements, as well as tangible (e.g., raw ma-
terials, existing infrastructures) and intangible resources (e.g., culture,
identity) (Seccoetal., 2017). On the local level, this context is perceived by
actors/agents in the SI process, as “all the tangible and intangible resources
that are available, accessible to, recognized and used by actors/agents (or
conversely, that hinder actors)” (Secco et al., 2017, p. 45).

SI process starts with a trigger. This can be a social, environmental,
economic, or other complex problem, that was not been successfully
solved before (Secco et al., 2017). It is usually embedded in higher
contextual levels and has negative effects on the local level, manifesting
in terms of unsatisfying social, environmental, and economic conditions
and needs. Actors on the local level are triggered by a discrete event or
situation that makes an impetus for them to exercise agency - act to
improve the situation “on the ground” and contribute to collective
well-being. In certain occasions, actors can be triggered by the” open
doors of opportunity”, that are perceived as a window for action and
persuasion of common goals.

Agency refers to the intentional actions of agents within and against
social structures (Bandura, 2001; Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Hewson,
2010; Sewell, 1992). Although voluntary engagement of civil society (such
as community members) plays a crucial role in the SI process, other actors
(public, or market) are often a part of it as well (Butzin and Terstriep, 2018;
Dalla Torre et al., 2020; Richter and Christmann, 2021). SI agency rep-
resents a dynamic, distributed, and collective agency, as SI agents act
intentionally for the ‘common good’ (not just a few individuals or
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Fig. 1. Simplified representation of SI as a process including key dimensions (context, trigger, agency phases, and effects) and components (scale and time; pre-
paratory phase, reconfiguring phase and project phase; outputs, outcomes, impacts) (Own elaboration based on Dalla Torre et al., 2020; Kluvankova et al., 2017;

Ravazzoli et al., 2021; Secco et al., 2017).

organizations), voluntarily devoting energy and resources to common
actions (Dalla Torre et al., 2020; Kluvankova et al., 2018; Slee et al., 2018).
Scholars on transformative SI particularly call for the importance of the
emergence, reconfiguration, and dissolvement of agency in the SI process
(Avelino et al., 2017; Haxeltine et al., 2016; Wittmayer et al., 2017).

Agents of SI are actors - individuals and organizations - who collec-
tively share individual and collective values, ideas, willingness to act,
reflexivity, and capacity for change towards SI (Secco et al., 2017, p. 51).
Actors’ specific values, visions, trust, willingness to act, reflexivity, and
capacity for change influence how actors/agents seek to change prac-
tices in response to specific needs. In the SI process four types of actors
can be distinguished: innovators have an idea that may be visionary but
not necessarily applicable in practice given prevailing conditions; fol-
lowers are the ones that take up the idea and make it acceptable,
feasible, and often amplify and implement it in its initial stages; trans-
formers adopt the idea early on and contribute to network change and
growth; and implementers realize and consolidate the idea trough pro-
jects (, p. 51Secco et al., 2017).

The reconfiguration of social practices is the core of SI (Polman et al.,
2017). It is the process of change of the behavioral patterns, through
voluntary enacting of collective agency that aims to improve outcomes
on societal wellbeing. Empirically, it can be observed as a bundle of
activities that actors may carry out in collective action.

The process of reconfiguration starts with the preparatory phase. It
includes all those activities that innovators (and their followers) carry
out to prepare the ground for more systematic collective action for
collective benefits. The preparatory phase begins with the emergence of
agency when a small group of actors engage in collective action to co-
develop and implement novel ideas. Novel ideas are usually imagined
by the innovators, who also take preliminary activities for making things
happen into practice. They are further picked up by followers, who
together with the innovator creates a so-called clique. The clique further
develops ideas and implements them through collective action
(Gorriz-Mifsud et al., 2018; Secco et al., 2017). As a few more actors (the
followers) join they decide to “believe and take up the idea, and make it
acceptable, feasible, and often amplify and implement it in its initial
stages” (Secco et al., 2017, p. 49).

The preparatory phase leads to a process of changing of governance
arrangements; networks or attitudes, which marks the second phase called
reconfiguring of social practices. Social practices “refer to everyday
practices and the way they are typically and habitually performed in
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(much of) society” (Holtz, 2014, p. 1). Through this phase, the SI agency
grows, by attracting more actors (the transformers), that test and consol-
idate the novel idea leading to changed practices. They manifest as new
organizations, networks, or governance arrangements (Secco et al., 2017).
“Changes in governance arrangements refer to formal institutions (as
policies, laws, regulations, guidelines, codes, standards), as change and
adaptation of governance and institutional arrangements in relation to the
role of public entities and authorities in facilitating social innovation (both
internally and externally)” (Secco et al., 2017, p. 56).

The project phase is composed of a project or projects with respective
activities, procedures, and practices needed to implement and realize SI
ideas in practice. In this stage, the implementers also join the SI initiative,
acting regularly and producing effects (Secco et al., 2017). At this point,
SI initiatives or projects can become institutionalized, in a way that new
rules are established or existing ones are reaffirmed. Through SI projects
the novel SI ideas are implemented and the activities may spread to
higher levels of the system (Secco et al., 2017). This spreading of SI
projects can happen over wider spatial, geographical scales (scaling-out),
or over the administrative or social levels (scaling-up). Precisely at the
local levels, scaling requires investment into networking, as well as
flexible legislative instruments (c.f. Rogelja et al., 2018). On the case of
Romania, (Ludvig, 2022) show how one of the keys for networking across
and beyond regions is first and simply that others need to know about the
SI activities in order to connect and learn from examples.

In the further developments SI generate effects in terms of outputs,
outcomes, and impacts (such as relationships, collaborations, networks,
institutions, and other new governance arrangements) (Gorriz-Mifsud
et al., 2018, p. 21). Outputs are the first, immediate, and often tangible
results of SI initiative in terms of products, services, and capacities, that
are delivered by and derived from SI. Outcomes are mid-term effects on
the direct beneficiaries that often emerge over the mid-term, while im-
pacts are long-term effects manifesting in behavioral changes that pro-
duce new routines, decisions, rules, and institutions at higher levels.
Outputs and outcomes of SI initiatives in the long term lead to the im-
provements in nested social systems (impacts) that revitalize the rural
fabric (Dalla Torre et al., 2020), and through time to an enhanced
well-being of wider societal groups (Baker and Mehmood, 2013; Bock,
2016; de Fatima Ferreiro et al., 2021).

“In this sense, social innovation should not be considered as a “neutral
process”, i.e., just a change, rather, it should be considered for its capacity
to lead to something new as compared with historical and/or recent
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trajectories in social action, thus being connected with transformability”
(Dalla Torre et al., 2020, p. 5).

Trough institutionalization and scaling SI can positively or nega-
tively manifest on various level and further influence SI development
and broader societal groups. In this way, SI embraces development
trajectories (Vercher et al., 2022) or reconstructive cycles (Sarkki et al.,
2021) in terms that can eighter make the difference in system change or
succumb to system reproduction (Pel and Bauler, 2014).

3. Material and methods

We conducted an in-depth case study of the revival of the charcoal
burning practice in Dole pri Litiji (Central Slovenia) (Ludvig et al., 2019;
Rogelja, 2019). The case study research method is “an empirical inquiry
that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context;
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly
evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are used” (Yin, 1984, p.
2.3). A single case study is the most appropriate method to study the same
single case through time (Yin, 2009, pp. 46-51), thus suitable for studying
the revival of traditional charcoal burning over 20 years.

Data collection and analysis were composed of four nonlinear,
loosely organized, and iterative phases (Fig. 2): shallow and deep
zooming in and shallow and deep zooming out (Nicolini, 2012).
Zooming in focuses on “the details of the accomplishment of a practice in
a specific place to make sense of the local accomplishment of the prac-
tice and the other more or less distant activities”. Zooming out expands
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“the scope of the observation following the trails of connections between
practices and their products” (Nicolini, D., 2009, p.120). This approach
can provide “a convincing and defensible account of both the practice
and its effects on the dynamics of organizing, showing how that which is
local contributes to the generation of broader effects” (Ibid., p.121).

The research process started with the shallow zooming out phase. In
this phase, we conducted the first key-informant interview and started a
document review, familiarizing with the overall revival of the tradi-
tional charcoal burning in Slovenia. This was crucial for defining the
central subject on which we focused in the zooming-in phase — the group
of innovators and followers which we refer to as the Charcoal Land
initiative. In the shallow zooming-in phase, we continued with key
informant interviews and document review and started collecting
additional data using semi-structured interviews. In this phase, we also
started with participatory observations of the charcoal burning in the
case study area. In the deep zooming-in phase, we completed the key
informant and semi-structured interviews. We also completed the con-
tent analysis and conducted an event-sequence analysis to map all
crucial events. Finally, in the deep zooming-out phase, we analyzed the
development of the Charcoal Land initiative and compared it with the SI
process. Based on that, we derived three key success factors. In each
phase, a combination of data collection and analysis methods was used,
as summarized in Table 1.

Through our analysis, three key factors that were crucial for the
successful revival of traditional charcoal burning inductively emerged
from the findings.

SHALLOW zooming

Familiarizing ~ with  the

revival of traditional
charcoal burning in Slovenia

> N

Data collection on central
subject

\ %
4 )

Evaluation for SI
Comparison with SI process

Zooming OUT phase

o J

A\

%
\
Identifying and mapping
crucial events in the
development of the Charcoal
Land in connection to the
revival in Slovenia

aseyd NJ Surwooz

4

_

DEEP zooming

Fig. 2. Interrelations of zooming-in and zooming-out phases (Own elaboration based on Nicolini, 2012).

Table 1

Summary of used data collection and analysis methods used in each zooming phase.

Zooming phase Data collection methods Time Data analysis methods Related to section

Shallow out Key informant interviews (KII1) 2017 Content analysis 4.1. Context
Document review (AD Id1-602) 2018 4.2. Trigger

Shallow in Document review (AD 1d1-602) 2018 Content analysis 4.2. Trigger
Key informant interviews (KII2) 2018 4.3. Agency/Actors
Semi-structured interviews (SSI1-10) 2018 4.4. Process
Participant observations (PO 2017/18) 2017/2018

Deep in Key informant interviews (KII3-5) 2019 Content analysis 4.3. Agency/Actors
Semi-structured interviews (SSI11-21) 2019 Event-sequence analysis 4.4 Process
Participant observations (PO 2018/19) 2018/2019 Visual mapping 4.5. Effects

Narrative analysis
Deep out - 2019 Assessment of SI dimensions and components 5. Key success factors

Mapping of SI process 6. Discussion

Source: Own elaboration
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3.1. Data collection

To methodologically triangulate our data (Denzin, 2017) we relied on
four research methods: key informant interviews (KII), document review,
semi-structured interviews (SSI), and participant observations (PO).

Key informant interviews (KID)' were conducted with the leader of the
initiative five times during the first half of 2018 (KII 1-5). As the purpose
was to let the key informant tell the story of the revival of the traditional
charcoal burning in Slovenia, they were unstructured, with a minimum
control of the informant’s response (Whitehead, 2005). The interviews
lasted from 1 to 4 h and were recorded and transcribed. In the first inter-
view, the key informant told the overall story of the revival of the tradi-
tional charcoal burning, contributing to the definition of Charcoal Land as
a central subject. The second conversation focused on the identification of
crucial events of the Charcoal Land initiative, while the following three
conversations went into detail about each event.

Semi-structured interviews with other actors (SSI) are ones in which
the researcher has a written list of guiding questions and topics that need
to be covered but tries to maintain low control over the interview
(Whitehead, 2005). During 2018-2019, the lead researcher conducted
twenty semi-structured interviews — twelve with public actors, and eight
with non-public actors (Table 2). Actors were interviewed to validate
findings from document review and key informant interviews. The in-
terviews lasted from 30 to 90 min. Fourteen interviews out of twenty

Table 2
Overview of interviewed actors.

Type Organization Number of Interview Id
interviewees
Public State Forest Service 4 KII1-5, SSI1,
actors SS17, SSI9
Agricultural and Forestry 2 SSI4, SSI114
Chamber
Municipality of Litija 4 SSI10, SSI11,
SSI19, SSI20
Non- Development Center Litija 1 SSI6
public Private Forest Owners 1 SSI5
actors Association
Touristic Association of 1 SSI8
Slovenia
Cultural Tourist and Recreation 1 SSI12
Center Radece
Section for Preservation of 4 SSI3, SSI15,

Natural and Cultural Heritage/
Charcoal burners’ Club

SSI16, SSI18

Local Community Dole 2 SSI13, SSI17
Cultural and Artistic Society 1 SSI2
Dole

Total interviewees 21

Total interviews 25

Unstructured, in-dept interviews 5
Semi-structured interviews 20

Source: Own elaboration

1 The lead researcher had shallow professional acquaintance with the key
informant before starting her Ph.D. The key informant introduced the lead
researcher to the local inhabitants of Charcoal Land and charcoal burners and
engaged in a series of long key informant interviews. The key informant also
facilitated access to the archive documents. The lead researcher spent several
periods in the area, conducting participant observations and semi-structured
interviews. The lead researcher spent time with several charcoal burners’
families, participated in practicing charcoal burning and attended events
related to charcoal burning in the area. The lead researcher also attended three
national charcoal-burning events. As a sign of gratitude, the lead researcher
held a voluntary creative workshop for children during Local Community Day
2018 and became a supporter of the Slovenian Charcoal Burning Association in
2019. Up to date, the lead author is in a contact with the key informant, several
charcoal burner families in the Charcoal Land, and is a supporter of the Asso-
ciation. ‘Declarations of interest: none’.
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were recorded and transcribed. For the six interviews where approval
for recording was not obtained, handwritten notes documented the
interview. For interviews, a protocol with guiding questions was used.
Each interview was adapted to the respondent, although the central
topic in interviews stayed the same evolving around the involvement of
identified actors in the Charcoal Land initiative.

The document review consisted of going through and chronologi-
cally sorting nine registers of archived documents (total of 602 docu-
ments) of the Charcoal Land initiative. Archive documents (AD) spanned
the period of 1999-2019. They contained e-mail correspondences,
notes, minutes of meetings, idea drafts, project proposals, calls for
projects, media publications, invitations, journal articles, posters,
tickets, etc. Each document was sorted, red, the content was analyzed
(identified Major events in the charcoal Land and revival of the tradi-
tional charcoal burning) and extracted data were entered in an Excel
file. The documents spanning the time period 1999-2004 were addi-
tionally analyzed using narrative analysis (Section 3.2).

Ethnographic (participant) observations (PO) (Whitehead, 2005, p.
12) were used for getting a sense of the social setting of the Charcoal Land
and charcoal burning culture in general in Slovenia. The lead researcher
spent longer (several weeks) and shorter periods (1-2 days) in the Char-
coal Land over 2 years (June 2017-June 2019), taking part in various
activities, ranging from farm and family events (i.e., dismantling the
charcoal pile, going to Sunday church and attending the Sunday lunch), to
charcoal burners or community events (i.e., helping in organization and
celebration of Local Community Day, taking part in a traditional hike on
the Charcoal path). During the observations (or immediately after them),
the lead researcher wrote down the details of the observations in the field
diary. Whenever possible, the researcher photographed or video recorded
the events with the permission of the present persons. Those observations
were crucial in understanding the culture and life of inhabitants of the case
study area, the work of the charcoal-burner, the relationships within the
community, as well as the challenges and struggles the community is
facing today. In addition, those opportunities were used for informal chats
about charcoal burning and the impacts of its development on the area, as
well as for getting a sense of the voluntary engagement as well as orga-
nizational efforts of involved actors.

3.2. Data analysis

Archive documents and interviews were analyzed by the lead
researcher using content analysis (Mayring, 2014). For document analysis,
we used an Excel table with the following categories — identification
number of a document (Id), the original title of the document, year, month,
date, location, document type, from (person or organization), to (person or
organization), aim, reason, a summary of the content, data on actors
mentioned in the document and researcher’s comments. Each document
(602 total, period 1999-2019) was then categorized into corresponding
events and activities, while 185 documents (period 1999-2004) were
analyzed in depth (e.g., involved persons, organizations, roles of identified
actors, narrative themes). As all documents were in Slovenian language,
only the lead researcher conducted this analysis. Extracted data were
translated into English and organized based on the Id of the document (AD
1d). Data from documents served for the event sequence analysis as well as
narrative analysis.

Narratives emerged inductively from the content analysis of docu-
ments and interviews, and were analyzed using narratives-in-interactions
(Earthy and Cronin, 2008). This approach regards narratives as ‘small
stories’ related to traditional charcoal burning produced during the
meetings and other events that were used to support the development of
the Charcoal Land initiative.

Interviews were analyzed using content analysis (Mayring, 2014).
The following categories were used: actor, actors’ organizational role,
initial involvement in the initiative, the reason for involvement, role in
the initiative, event, narrative, activities, cooperation with other actors,
constraints for involvement, and overcoming constraints. This data was
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used to validate findings from document analysis as well as responses
from other interviewees.

For reconstructing the development of the Charcoal Land Initiative,
we used event-sequence analysis (ESA) (Spekkink, 2013). ESA is a
research approach suitable for the systematic longitudinal analysis of
process phenomena. Sequence refers to the temporal order of things,
while events refer to elements in that sequence (Abbott, 1990, pp.
376-377). The process is “a sequence of events that describe how en-
tities emerge, develop, and possibly dissolve over time. To define
something as a process is to define a central subject as well as the
different types of events that the central subject endures or makes
happen” (Spekkink, 2013, p. 345). At the beginning of the analysis, with
the key informant, we defined the central subject as a group of key actors
involved in the development of the Charcoal Land initiative over time.
The sequence in our case is the temporal order of real-life events of the
above-mentioned group of actors during the process of the Charcoal
Land initiative’s development. Each event consists of a set of incidents —
an empirical description of activities leading to an event. This analysis
enabled us to visually map the events.

4. Five dimensions of the social innovation (SI) process in the
revival of traditional charcoal burning in Slovenia

This section presents the empirical results on the traditional charcoal
burning and its revival through the development of the Charcoal Land
along five SI dimensions. In Section 4.1 we present the first SI dimension
- the context as the results of the shallow zooming out phase. Within this
dimension we briefly set out the spatial, socio-demographic, economic
and environmental context of the case study area of Dole pri Litiji), and
we delineate the historical rise and fall of traditional charcoal burning).
In section 4.2 we present the results on the second dimension of SI — the
trigger, as being the result of the shallow zooming (out and in). Then in
section 4.3. We briefly reflect on actors (shallow and deep zooming in),
to present rich evidence on the reconfiguration process in section 4.4.
(deep zooming in) and effects (deep zooming in) in section 4.5.

4.1. Context

4.1.1. Case study area - dole pri litiji, central Slovenia, European Union
Today, the Charcoal Land makes geographical brand that loosely refers
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to area that falls under the administrative unit of the Local Community®
Dole pri Litiji located in the eastern part of the Municipality of Litija. It is
positioned in the center of Slovenia on the western part of the Posavje Hills,
about 37 km southeast of the capital city of Ljubljana. The local commu-
nity Dole pri Litiji covers approximately 55 km? (25% of the Municipality
territory) and is characterized by hilly to rugged terrain. It includes 28
villages and hamlets, with approximately 770 inhabitants in 250 house-
holds. The households are individual or in a group of few, connected by
poor road infrastructure.

There are approximately 120 farms in the area. Most of them are
small and fragmented with 2-5 ha of farmland. Only six households
have farms bigger than 5 ha. As 60% of all agricultural areas are on the
steep slopes, farming is characterized by extensive grassland manage-
ment. Focus on self-supply of food and feed is strong and most of the
farms produce forage crops and silage maize. Vegetables and fruits for
human consumption are usually produced in the gardens next to indi-
vidual households (Hoher et al., 2017).

The local community Dole pri Litiji can be described as “marginalized
rural area” in the European Union context, due to the presence of three
main features (Govigli et al., 2020): (1) physical constraints (remoteness,
limitations for agriculture), (2) poor infrastructure, and (3) social mar-
ginality manifested in a lack of public services (i.e. health services), lack
of job opportunities nearby (minimum drive by car of 1 h to reach cities
for work), as well as lack of cultural and educational services.

Forests in the local community Dole pri Litiji fall under the Local Forest
Management Unit (LFMU) Dole. It amounts to 8464 ha from which forest
area covers 5420.78 ha (64%). Growing stock is about 279.4 m®/ha, with
an annual increment of 6.86 m®/ha. With 1264 private forest owners, the
average size of a private forest estate is 4.3 ha. Realized annual fellings
amount to 90.3% of planned fellings, which is quite a high percentage
having in mind that 95.4% of forests are privately owned (Zavod za Goz-
dove Slovenije -Obmocna Enota Brezice, 2017, pp. 17-40). This makes
private forest owners in Dole active, which is not the case for most private
forest owners in Slovenia (Malovrh et al., 2015).

“Local forests are well managed by owners, which are fairly well-
equipped with adapted forest machinery as well as tractor semi-trailers
for the transport of wood and chips” (Hoher et al., 2017, p. 17).

Since 2001, about sixteen charcoal burners in Dole prepare about thirty
charcoal piles (Picture 1 - right). The size of the charcoal pile varies from 5

Picture 1. Left: Industrial, large scale, traditional charcoal burning in Slovenia in XIX century (Source: Slovenia Charcoal Association, 2019), Right: Traditional
charcoal burning in educational and touristic purposes in Charcoal Land in 2017 (Credit: Anze Rogelja)

2 Local Community is the sub-unit of local self-government, established by
the statutory act of the Municipality, and based upon geographical location.
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to 30 m3, with an annual exception of one “giant” charcoal pile (up to 200
m®, which is the maximum in the recent history achieved in the summer of
2019).

4.1.2. The rise and fall of traditional, unsustainable charcoal burning

Charcoal burning in Slovenia is a 1000-year-old practice, which was
intensively performed until the Second World War (WWII) solely for
economic purposes. After WWII, the traditional charcoal burning
decreased, and until the 1980s almost disappeared. In the late 1990s, a
few charcoal burners from the village Dole pri Litiji (today known as the
Charcoal Land) together with two district foresters started reviving the
practice of traditional charcoal burning.

Although charcoal burning was widespread in other areas of Slovenia
since the Renaissance period (e.g., Pokljuka), it was brought to Dole pri
Litiji by Italians around 1848. Until WWII charcoal production was the
only single source of earnings since there were no other job opportunities
(Prah, 2004, 2009). During WWII, charcoal production decreased, but it
bloomed again in the post-war period. The coal was exported mainly to
Italy, while among the domestic consumers were the large customers of
two local factories (Sevnik, 1936). The intensive charcoal burning had
devastating effects on the environment, as forests were heavily degraded
and the air was polluted by charcoal burning smoke (Picture - 1left). In
average, the total emissions of charcoal produced in retorts or kilns as
product are estimated at around 0.22-0.35 t CO2e/t (Sitoe, 2017). With
the development of industry and technology, the intensity of the charcoal
burning practice decreased. In the 1990s, only in a small number of vil-
lages in the local community Dole, charcoal burners could be found.

4.2. Trigger

1999: The Charcoal Land initiative started in 1999, in Slovenia, in the
area of the Local Community of Dole, the village of Dole pri Litiji. It started
as a response to the harsh economic situation, rural depopulation, and loss
of traditional knowledge in the local community, with the window of
opportunity recognized by initiators of the Charcoal Land initiative. The
main aim of the initiative was not only to revive traditional charcoal
burning, but also to preserve its culture and improve the economic situa-
tion of this marginalized village (KII1, SSI1, SSI12, SSI15). One of the
hopes of the initiative was also to attract youth to stay connected to the
village (KII1, SSII1, SSI3). The window of opportunity was spotted by two
district foresters that were aware of rural development and other funds
that could be obtained by local inhabitants for sustainable, active forest
management and local community development (KII1, SSII1).

4.3. Agency

We conceptualized agency as intentional acting of actors involved in
SI. As such, actors cannot be distinguished from their acting, thus we
present the main identified actors in Table 3 and their acting through the
description of the process of SI, while we discuss the agency as a broader
concept in the discussion section.

4.4. Process

Process of the revival of traditional charcoal burning in Slovenia was
composed of a series of crucial events as presented in Fig. 3. We grouped
those events into SI phases.

4.4.1. Preparatory phase
1999-2000: Initiation The idea was initiated by two district foresters
— the innovators, who noticed that traditional charcoal burning was still
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Table 3
Overview of main identified actors and their roles in SI process.
Organization Actor Role in SI
State Forest Service Local Unit Radece ~ Regional forester 1 Innovator
(SFS LU) Leader
Regional forester 2 Innovator
Director of the Follower
local unit Transformer
State Forest Service Regional Unit Director of the Transformer
Brezice (SFS RU) regional unit Implementer
State Forest Service, central Unit (SFS Director Transformer
CU)
Local community (LC) Dole President Follower
Implementer
Municipality of Litija Mayor Transformer
Deputy mayors
Chamber of Agriculture and Forestry Unit leader Follower
(CAF) — Unit Dole Implementer
Primary School (PS) Gabrovka Director Follower
Implementer
Primary School Gabrovka — Unit Dole =~ Teacher Follower
(PSU Dole) Implementer
Section for the preservation of Natural =~ Charcoal burners Followers
and Cultural Heritage Implementers

Source: Own elaboration

practiced by a few families in Dole pri Litiji. They came to the idea to
revive traditional charcoal burning, also to increase the self-dignity of
the charcoal burners:

“Maybe the most important aim for me personally was to bring back
dignity to the charcoal burners. You know, at the beginning those people
were reluctant to publicly say that they are charcoal burners. They did not
regard that as something special, you know the knowledge they have and
way of life they live” (KII 1)

In the year 2000, the innovators mobilized a few active charcoal
burners and created the clique (KII1, SSII, SSI).

2000 — 2001: Idea development - In the year 2000, this clique mobi-
lized the Local Community (the follower), and elaborated the idea in the
working draft called Charcoal burning in Dole (Slo. Oglarjenje na Dolah),
listing all the potential benefits of the revival of charcoal burning
practice (AD ID4, KII2, SSI2). In 2001, this small group of actors
attracted several more charcoal burners (additional followers and im-
plementers) and formed the Section for Preservation of Natural and
Cultural Heritage, under the Sports Society Dole pri Litiji. (AD ID12,
SSI2, SSI4). Simultaneously, they attracted new actors - the transformers
(e.g., State Forest Service, Sports Club, Municipality) - to support the
initiative. These affirmed the idea in the wider community during the
celebration of the Local Community Day (ADs ID9, 10, KII2, SSI12).
Together with local inhabitants (implementers) and State Forest Service
(SFS) they constructed and at the end of 2001 also registered the
Charcoal Path as an educational and recreational trail (AD ID25) in the
national directory of hiking trails. They also decided to try to connect
the official starting of the project Charcoal burning in Dole with the Forest
Week, a yearly national forest event in 2002 (AD ID22).

The voluntary engagement of all actors involved in the initiative was
recognized by all respondents of the SSI as a key factor in the success of
the initiative. Charcoal burners reported that the organization and
engagement in charcoal-related activities demand a lot of time and
work, which is not easy to find due to the farm or work obligations.
Every meeting, event, or activity charcoal-burners attend means time
stolen from farm, work, forest, or family and invested in the develop-
ment of the common idea (KII3, SSI2, SSI12, SSI14, SSI18, PO 2017-
2019). This was also confirmed by the archive documents (113 CE,
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Crucial event

Phase of social innovation
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Fig. 3. Timeline of the development of the Charcoal Land initiative and crucial events in the reconfiguration of traditional charcoal burning practice in Slovenia

(Source: Own elaboration based upon Rogelja, T. 2019).

114 CE). For example, for the construction of the Charcoal Path, 16
inhabitants of the Charcoal Land volunteered 105 h of manual work,
while for the preparation of the Forest Week 2002 a total of 56 volun-
teers worked a total of 805 h of manual work and 56 h of machinery
work. The SFS contributed technical expertise and machinery, while two
private enterprises donated material (113 CE) (Fig. 3).

4.4.2. Reconfiguring phase

2002 — 2004: Promotion, growth, testing, and consolidation — As the SFS
director dedicated the Forest Week 2002 to traditional forest practices
and skills, the ignition of the charcoal pile in Dole was a central event (AD
ID28, KII3, SSI8). The Forest Week 2002 included many side activities,
such as publishing the book about charcoal cooking in Dole pri Litiji, a
literary competition, a photo competition, and the painting workshops in
the area of Dole pri Litiji (AD ID31). The Forest week 2002 was promoted
in local and national media (ADs ID 41,42), and attracted politically
important persons (such as the Minister for Agriculture, Forestry and
Food) to ignite the charcoal pile (ADs ID 54-56), which gave the national
visibility to charcoal burning in Dole (KII2, SSI5 - 8,10,12).

After the Forest Week 2002, the Local Community Dole took part in the
project Development Nucleus (Slo. Razvojno jedro), the aim of which was to
connect farmers and inhabitants in the rural networks, improve the quality
of living, provide information about the markets for the rural product, and
help inhabitants in placing their products on the market. As a part of this
project, a series of capacity-building workshops were organized by the
Development Center (implementer) by a private enterprise (implementer)
in 2004. These workshops resulted in a SWOT analysis, a new vision, two
pillars with three strategic aims, and concrete project ideas for further
development of the area (not only the charcoal burning). The workshop
participants identified the potential financing sources and marketing
strategies for each project idea and organized teams around them (AD ID
165-167). They also identified a lack of leadership capacities. Concur-
rently, one district forester was posted to another management unit, while
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the other (the innovator) started to collect information on how far in
Slovenia charcoal burning was still practiced.

4.4.3. Implementation phase

Projects (2005 - ongoing): In this period, the Charcoal Land
continued with already developed activities, such as a yearly traditional
walk on the Charcoal Path, a yearly celebration of the Local Community
Day, occasional painting colony, literal events, culinary events, etc. (ADs
ID 186, 188, 190, 191,202, PO, 2017-2019). Each of those was and still
is attended by important public figures (e.g., directors, politicians,
commissioners, foreign experts, etc) and followed with media attention
(K113,4,5, ADs ID187, 198, 207, PO, 2017-2019). In parallel, one
charcoal-burner family oriented toward charcoal-

Related educational and cultural activities, another towards eco-
nomic production of charcoal, and other 14 charcoal burners in the
Charcoal Land continued preparing 1-3 piles of charcoal for individual
consumption and selling to the Agricultural Cooperative (SSI14, KII3).

Scaling out (2005 — 2009): During the celebration of the Forest Week
2005, the charcoal pile was ignited in Rakitnica, Slovenia (scaling out).
Besides the charcoal pile in Rakitnica, in the period 2005 —

2008 other charcoal piles were ignited in other Slovenian regions:
Bled, Sv. Mohor, Ribnica, Gabarska Gora, Sostanj, Postojna, Skofja Loka,
Idrija, Mislinja and Gorenja vas (KII3). In those areas, charcoal burners
organized in local Charcoal clubs.

Scaling up (2009): From the beginning of 2009, the districts forester
(the innovator), State Forest Service (the follower), Cultural Touristic
Recreational Center (the implementer), and charcoal burners (the im-
plementers) intensively worked on the organization of the national
charcoal burning event (ADs ID 192, 207, 209, 216, 230, 244, 245, 250,
252, 256). During one of the organizational charcoal burners meetings,
they connected and informally established the Slovenian Charcoal
Burners’ Club (Slo. Klub oglarjev Slovenije) (KII4, ADs ID 260-262,
SSI12. SSI120). They organized the event All Slovenian charcoal pile
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ignitions (Slo. Vseslovensi prizing kop) as a series of ethnological events
giving central parts to the simultaneous ignition of twenty charcoal piles
all over Slovenia (ADs ID 271, 272, 286, 289, 290, 292-294, 308) as well
as in Serbia and Austria. Since then, under the Slovenian Charcoal
Burners’ Club, charcoal burners gather once a year (often in conjunction
with the Forest Week celebration) in a different location.

Institutionalization (2012-ongoing): In 2012, charcoal burning was
registered as an intangible cultural heritage into Slovenian Register of
Cultural Heritage (MIZKS, 2012). The carrier of traditional charcoal
burning practice is the charcoal burner’s family oriented toward cultural
and educational activities (SSI 15).

In 2015, charcoal burning was regulated by the Decree on subsidiary
activities on farms (Official Gazette No. 57/15 in 36/18). It has to be
registered by an agricultural holding (farm) as complementary activity
in agricultural holding, under the group of activities Processing of Forest
Timber Assortments Traditional charcoal making within this category
belongs to performing complementary activities related to traditional
agricultural knowledge, services or products (code 2.200 - felling).
During the registration of traditional charcoal burning as a comple-
mentary activity, it also has to be registered in Craft register managed by
The Chamber of Craft and Small Business of Slovenia. No other policies
or subventions are tailored towards this initiative or charcoal making in
general. Funds are obtained from charcoal selling, additional activities
and through the support of other involved (mainly public) actors.

During the national charcoal burner’s gathering in September 2018, the
informal Slovenian Charcoal Burners’ Club changed its legal status to the
Association of Slovenia Charcoal Burners (KII5). In September 2019, the
Association of Slovenia Charcoal Burners became a member of the Euro-
pean Charcoal Burners Association (PO 2019). In 2020, the largest charcoal
pile in the world, with a capacity of 350 m® of wood was ignited in the
Charcoal Land. Plans include the registration of traditional charcoal
burning in Slovenia in the UNESCO list of cultural heritage, and the world’s
biggest charcoal pile for the Guinness Book of Records (KII5, SSI13).

Table 4
Positive effects of the Charcoal Land Initiative.
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4.5. Effects of the Charcoal Land initiative

Our results show that the positive effects of the Charcoal Land
initiative are highlighted across environmental, social, economic, and
institutional domains. Effects of the development of the Charcoal Land
also showcase the cross-sectoral nature and the multi-level and multi-
scale character of SIs (Dalla Torre et al., 2020). Over the time, the ef-
fects of the Charcoal Land initiative (Table 4) span across multiple levels
starting from the micro-level of the individual (i.e. charcoal burner),
meso level of community (i.e. social group, village), to the macro-level
of society (i.e. forest sector) (Ravazzoli et al., 2021). Over time, out-
puts also span across local, regional, national, and international scales
producing, outcomes and impacts (Table 4).

As immediate outputs of the Charcoal Land initiative were both
tangible and intangible, and we consider them to be the effects of SI
sensu stricto, as they can be fully and directly attributed to the Charcoal
Land initiative. The first tangible outputs initiative produced with the
construction and registration of the Charcoal Path at the end of 2001
(ADId9, KII1, SSI1, 5, 9), as well as with the info boards that mark the
area of the Charcoal Land that were installed in 2003 (ADId50, 174, 245;
KII2; SSI1, 3, 7, 9, 10; PO 2017). Intangible outputs of the Charcoal Land
initiative are manifested in increased social cohesion (KII2, SSI 2, 3, 6, 7,
15, 19), increased role of women in the charcoal burning (PO 2017-
2019, KII1, SII 5, 8, 12, 13, 14), etc.

“Well, I would say that what we did in the Charcoal land, was in general
very positive. Our practice is alive, and it also spread over Slovenia. It is a
lot of effort to organize any event, but we have a great time doing it, we
sing, drink and have fun. We also earn some small money for selling
charcoal, but we also have other activities that bring people and money to
our area. Yet, some things are still not improved, like infrastructure, and
young people leaving.” (SSI18)

Intangible outputs (i.e. geographical brand, increased self-dignity of
charcoal burners — SSI4, ADId184, 152) manifested later as outcomes

Level Domain Effect Source of information
Individual Social Increased self-dignity of charcoal burners K11, SSI, PO
Economic Increased income of charcoal burners SSI, PO
The increased role of women in charcoal burning in Dole KII, SII, AD, PO
Social group (charcoal Social The reemergence of charcoal burners as a social group PO, SSI, KII
burners) Political Increased power for participation in decision-making Assumption based on institutionalization
Strengthened social cohesion, increased social capital and scaling
SSI, KII, PO
Local (village) Social The charcoal pile has become a cultural symbol, and no public event goes withouta  KII, SSI, AD, PO
Cultural charcoal pile ignition SSI, PO, KI, AD
Economic The area is marked as Charcoal Land — a territorial brand PO, SSI, AD
Diversification into educational and touristic activities AD, KII, SSI
Participation in national and EU projects SSI
Municipality investments in village infrastructure
Sectoral (Forest sector) Environmental  Activation of forest owners to actively manage their forests and preserve the cultural ~ KII, AD, SSI
Economic landscapes KII, SSI
Social Adding value to low-quality wood (usually used as wood for heating) by producing  AD, KII
charcoal
Charcoal burning is a link between forestry and touristic, educational, and cultural
activities
National Cultural The spread of charcoal burning all over Slovenia to more than twenty different AD, PO, KII, SSI
Social locations AD, SSI, KII
Registration of charcoal burning as intangible cultural heritage (2012). PO, AD
Establishment of the Slovenian Charcoal Association (2018). PO, AD
Membership in the European Charcoal Association (2019). SSI, KII

Planned registration of traditional charcoal burning in Slovenia in the UNESCO list of

intangible cultural heritage.

Source: Own elaboration

3 Written permission for publishing the name is obtained from the district
forester.
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and impacts, often on the higher administrative (e.g., national level:
Association of Slovenian Charcoal Burners — ADI56, PO 2018), and/or
social levels (e.g., charcoal burners as a social group — ADId 152; PO
2018). To those we refer as the effects of SI sensu lato, as they can be
partially or indirectly attributed to the Charcoal Land initiative. Over 20
years, the outcomes of the Charcoal Land initiative contributed to the
institutionalization which led to new formal (e.g., Regulation of char-
coal burning) and informal rules (e.g., role of women in ignition of the
charcoal pile in Dole). They also scaled up and out of local territory to
the higher geographical and policy levels, contributing to the knowledge
transfer from Dole pri Litiji to other geographical regions.

“Yes, we did go to other areas to teach them [other charcoal burners] how
to do that [make a charcoal pile and burn charcoal]. But, I did not do it, it
was my father and mother who did that. We [charcoal burner and his
wife] needed to stay at home, to take care of farm and the children” (SSI
3, square brackets added for clarity).

Traditional charcoal burning is registered as an intangible cultural
heritage in Slovenia, and the practice is now carried by approximately
50 charcoal burners in 20 areas in Slovenia. They feel they know how to
do something special and worthwhile.

“ At the beginning, it was very hard to do what he [the leader of the
initiative] asked us to do. We were not used to go to the fairs and show
ourselves — it was embarrassing. But we did it. And today we are proud to
say that we are charcoal burners and to show our practice.” (SSI 16,
square brackets added for clarity).

They do that for the maintenance of traditional knowledge and
cultural heritage, the preservation of traditional landscapes, active and
sustainable private forest management, diversification of agricultural
activities, and additional income (Imperl et al., 2021).

“Charcoal burning is still alive in our country and that it means the
cultural identity of places as well as rural development. Our charcoal
burners are no longer just those who preserve the cultural landscape,
reduce the overgrowth of meadows and provide care in the young forest,
they become teachers, researchers and guides.” (AD ID488)

Besides positive effects, the revival of the traditional charcoal
burning had also some negative effects, with the respect to the of COy
emissions and other environmental impacts (e.g. smoke, particle mat-
ters). Although, the environmental assessment of traditional charcoal
burning was out of the scope of this article, some studies find that
traditional charcoal burning in the charcoal piles produces the emissions
of 1593 g CO2/kg dry matter (Sitoe, 2017), and that the charcoal is a
more concentrated fuel than wood, whose combustion emits about 87%
less smoke and toxic gases than wood (Ankona et al., 2022).

5. Key success factors for the revival of traditional charcoal
burning in Slovenia

The event-sequence analysis, in combination with a narrative analysis,
led to the inductive recognition of three key success factors that were
crucial for the revival of traditional charcoal burning in Slovenia: the
embeddedness of the innovator in multiple networks, a strategic use of
narratives for obtaining resources, and legitimization by the local com-
munity and public actors.
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5.1. Embeddedness of the innovator in multiple networks

“You know, you need somebody like Joze [district forester], who people
here know, respect and trust” (KII 15).

As mentioned by our respondent, the innovator was the district
forester with well-developed local, regional, and national networks
within the agriculture, forestry, tourism, and education sectors. He is a
member of several other civil society organizations and a distinguished
Slovenian volunteer.

He was able to mobilize local capacities and resources because as
district forester he enjoyed certain respect and a high level of trust from
local inhabitants (KII15, SSI13, PO 2017-2019). He also held a good pro-
fessional reputation within his organization (SFS) and generally in the
forest, tourism and rural development sectors. In this way, he was able to
connect the initiative with other public and private actors and their net-
works. These networks made the resources (e.g., technical expertise, ma-
terial resources) available to the Charcoal Land initiative and further
mobilized the implementers around particular events and activities.

Due to the embeddedness of the innovator, the Charcoal Land
initiative had also access to tacit knowledge of the priorities, practices,
and procedures of actors that were potential followers and implemen-
ters. As the innovator explained,

“Well, I knew all those persons from before. I worked in this Local Unit
since the 1980s. I knew who they are, where they live and work, what they
value, and what they might support” (KII 2).

Tacit knowledge about other reachable public and private actors
enabled the initiative to develop the charcoal burning narrative attrac-
tive for followers from the forestry, tourism, and education sector in the
preparatory phase of the initiative. By engaging crucial followers (e.g.,
SFS, Local community) the initiative obtained the needed resources to
kick up the process of SI. Followers and implementers also legitimized
and promoted the initiative, contributing to awareness-raising and
further mobilization of resources.

5.2. Strategic use of narratives for obtaining resources

“When you put things like that and present the idea [of charcoal burning]
in a way that is good for everything and everybody, there is no director or
politician who is going to refuse to support it. We are not crazy to work
against ourselves” (SSI8, square brackets added for clarification).

As illustrated by the quote, the Charcoal Land initiative developed a
narrative around the revival of traditional charcoal burning and con-
nected it to relevant policy topics in Slovenia, such as rural develop-
ment, green tourism, sustainable forest management, etc. The initiative
strategically used certain themes from that narrative (Table 5) to
persuade and ‘win’ the individuals it was addressing.

For example, when asking for official support and approval to
develop the charcoal burning idea the innovator first unofficially
addressed the leaders of the local and the regional forestry units, by
focusing on the themes of Charcoal making for active private owners and
Charcoal making as a contributor for sustainable forest management. He
managed to persuade them to officially support the initiative by high-
lighting the benefits of charcoal burning to sustainable forest manage-
ment of private forests. On the other hand, when lobbying for the
support of the Local community Dole, the initiative changed the theme
of charcoal burning, stressing it would contribute to rural development
of the area and improve the livelihoods of charcoal burners and other
inhabitants, etc.
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Table 5
Themes used to construct the narrative of traditional charcoal burning in the
preparatory phase.

No  Theme Example

1 Charcoal burning for active “Charcoal burners are private forest
private forest owners owners who manage their forests.

Charcoal burning can help us in reducing
the afforestation of agricultural land.”
(AD ID2)

2 Charcoal burning as a “For charcoal, people in Dole use low-
contributor to sustainable forest  quality wood, obtained from silvicultural
management works. Today, they manage their forest in

a sustainable way.” (AD ID2)

3 Charcoal burning for increasing “Charcoal selling can be an additional

income source of farm income, and thus increase
the income of rural inhabitants.” (AD
1D4)

4 Charcoal burning as a cultural “In Dole, there are still twenty charcoal
and natural heritage piles burning every year. This is, without

any doubt a valuable cultural and natural
heritage.” (AD ID2)

5 Charcoal burning for giving “Our idea is to bring back to people the
people a sense of worth sense of worth, the feeling that they know

and do something special and unique.”
(AD ID4)
6 Charcoal burning as a touristic “By getting recognizable, charcoal burning
activity can attract people into the area, and we
could offer many touristic activities, such
as the Charcoal Path, or workshops.” (AD
ID5)
7 Charcoal burning as education “This way, our charcoal burner is not just

an active forest owner, but also a teacher
of how to interact with forest and nature”
(AD ID2)

Source: Own elaboration

This ability of the initiative to strategically use different themes with
appropriate arguments was crucial for mobilizing other followers and
implementers to engage and support the initiative. Followers and
transformers contributed to awareness-raising and promoted the
initiative. Through their involvement followers and transformers also
legitimized the initiative.

5.3. Legitimization by the local community and public actors

“We [SFS] were able to support it [the idea] and be flexible, as there is
nothing in the Law on Forests or our rulebook that was against it. But we
could not give any financial support at that time, as it was not planned in
our budget. Instead, we found other ways to provide them what they
needed” (SSI9, square brackets added for clarification).

As noted in the quote above, the material resources were not only the
only one needed for carrying out the charcoal burning. What the
initiative needed first was to make charcoal burning visible and accepted
again. From the beginning of the preparatory phase, the Charcoal Land
initiative carefully and strategically outreached for the first followers, by
liaison with local inhabitants and SFS. The initiative first grounded the
idea in the local community, so that local events also include charcoal
burning. The initiative further strategically outreached to SFS, to initiate
the beginning of the project Charcoal Burning in Dole in connection with
the National Forest Week in 2002. They knew that this connection
would help channel certain resources and get dedicated public cam-
paigns and national media coverage. The engagement of SFS in the
charcoal burning activities signified the approval of charcoal burning as
a sustainable forestry activity, acknowledging its contribution to cul-
tural heritage, recreation, tourism and rural development.

Further on, the initiative legitimized traditional charcoal burning
through awareness-raising and promotion. In 2002, all main national
newspapers were covering the initiation of the project of Charcoal
Burning in Dole and spread the news on this traditional forest practice.
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The initiative also started promoting at various fairs and produced
informational materials about the charcoal burning in Dole (ADID42). In
addition, the initiative strategically brought public figures to each of its
events, often in connection with some cordial role (e.g., giving the
introductory speech, igniting the pile, etc.). In this way, traditional
charcoal burning got again well-known and accepted in Slovenia. In
addition, media attention increased the attractiveness of the events and
brought more visitors to the area and brought new customers to the
charcoal burners in the Charcoal Land. In this way, influential followers
and transformers contributed to the acceptance and expansion of char-
coal burning outside the local community (scaling-out) and the scaling-
up to higher administrative levels through the later formation of the
Slovenian Charcoal Burners Association.

6. Discussion and conclusions

In our study, we wanted to better understand how SI process rolls out
on the ground to achieve positive impacts. With this purpose we
analyzed 20 years of the development of the Charcoal Land along five SI
dimensions (context, trigger, agency, reconfiguration process and ef-
fects). Our results provide evidence that the development of the Char-
coal Land can be regarded as a SI process, as it features all five SI key
dimensions sparking the revival of the traditional charcoal burning.

In the development of the Charcoal Land, both geographical and
historical context proved inevitable for better understanding of SI pro-
cess. As in line with previous studies, our findings indicate that
remoteness and economic deprivation of the area were contextual
drivers (Castro-Arce and Vanclay, 2020) for initiation of the initiative
and voluntary engagement of charcoal burners. Further on, although the
contextual drivers played important role, the trigger was actually “open
doors of opportunity” (Moulaert et al., 2017), spotted by two local for-
esters. Although the traditional charcoal burning was not a pressing
issue in the area, the different way of thinking about charcoal burning
practice as an opportunity to generate new activities linked to the
multifunctionality of forests and to complement farming activities was
the trigger for starting the initiative. Our findings are also aligned with
literature on SI, that recognizes that SI can be triggered by individual
needs and/or positive events (doors of opportunities opened due to
external shocks or disturbances in governance systems and markets),
which in our case were opportunities that EU policies would bring to
Slovenia with its EU accession in 2003 (Steiner et al., 2021; Neumeier,
2012).

Our results indicate that SI a process was initiated by two innovators
who spotted the doors of opportunity for the revival of traditional
charcoal burning. Innovators started the voluntary engagement of
various actors (e.g., charcoal burners, foresters, local authorities) that
had led to the formation of evolving agencies with the capacity to
repetitively rearrange around common projects and goals. Those find-
ings indicate that “on the ground”, SI process is not linear — SI phases
overlap, making the boundaries blurry, depending on new relations
among the actors and the activities of the initiatives throughout time
(Fig. 4.).

In this way, our research demonstrates that phases of the develop-
ment of SI should not be taken as fixed, as SI agency evolves through
time and undertakes new parallel actions (Avelino et al., 2014.; Dalla
Torre et al., 2020; Haxeltine et al., 2016; Wittmayer et al., 2017).
Although it might be more convenient to represent the SI process linear,
clearly identifying key dimensions and components of SI, the nestedness
of social-environmental systems and underlying SI dynamics should be
considered.

As in line with previous studies our results indicate that the SI pro-
cess does not produce impacts linearly, rather it is a cyclical recon-
structive process, often representing “just a new beginning, with the
different, and often improved situation, but still with remaining chal-
lenges” (Sarkki et al., 2021, p.14).

Our findings highlight the dynamics of the SI process revealing the
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evolution of agency throughout time. In this way, we add to the evidence
that “SIs are evolutionary processes with continuously reconfiguring
networks, attitudes and governance mechanisms” (Vercher et al., 2022).
The most intensive and rapid developments are notable early in the
process of SI, during the preparatory and reconfiguring phase. The
agency emerged with the innovators, formed a clique further mobilizing
followers, and was strategically rearranged around assigned activities to
outreach further for needed resources, as proposed by Secco et al.
(2017). At the end of the preparatory phase, we also noticed the dis-
solving of the agency (Haxeltine et al., 2016), when one of the in-
novators detached from the initiative. At the same time, the initiative
continues with the major event in 2002, and the agency reshapes around
the second innovator.

The project phase was composed of numerous projects on different
levels throughout time. It was characterized by a diversification of ac-
tivities, institutionalization, and scaling. Through diversification of ac-
tivities, traditional charcoal burning started being performed small scale
and for educational, touristic, culinary, cultural, and commercial pur-
poses. In this phase, there is the continuous reshaping and evolution of
the agency that concentrated on new projects and developing new ac-
tivities and events. In this sense, one can speak about the emergence of
many new agencies around each project, each with new aims and ob-
jectives. This dynamics of the analyzed SI process is in line with litera-
ture on social innovation that cautions that SI initiatives evolve and
transform over time (Neumeier, 2012; Sarkki et al., 2021; Haxeltine
et al., 2016; Secco et al., 2017).

Our study adds to the evidence on the institutionalization and scaling
of the forest-based SI. Through the development of the initiative, the
tight relationship with public actors contributed to legitimization and
further institutionalization of new meaning of traditional charcoal
burning practice, as other literature suggests (Gonzalez and Healey,
2005; Healey et al., 2002). On this way, social innovation per se got
main-streamed, and rolled-up to other geographical levels. From the
very beginning, the activities and events in the Charcoal Land were well
accepted by numerous public actors from forestry, tourism, and local
administration. At the same time, through institutionalization processes,
the charcoal burners got both regulated and monitored by the state as
well as dependent on public actors at least to some extent. In a trans-
formative view-point, this development might capture the dynamic of
SI, limiting its transformative potential of the established institutional
structures (Pel and Bauler, 2014). Having in mind current policy
framework conditions for the development of forest-based SI in
Slovenia, initiatives like the Charcoal Land had little choice to continue
operating by searching for funding through finding their way to regu-
lations and inevitably being institutionalized by both formal and
informal rules ().

On the other hand, studies (Lukesch et al., 2020; Ludvig et al., 2020;
Ravazzoli et al., 2021; Rogelja et al., 2018; Sgrensen and Torfing, 2011)
on SI increasingly highlight the importance of public actors in SI, as
intermediaries in SI. Based on the comparison of nine SI cases across the
EU, Ravazzoli et al. (2021, p.22) concluded that support of public pol-
icies and actors is crucial to “further assist bottom-up needs, to empower
civil society and local actors (e.g., government bodies, NGOs) to act
together within collaborative decision-making processes and innovative
institutional/governance arrangements”. Having the mediator, who was
able enable knowledge sharing and create shared values for trans-
forming the practice is a key success factor for forest-based social
innovation, as forestry actors have strong core believes and are hardly
susceptible to change (Sotirov et al., 2017).

Inductively we derived three key success factors for the development
of the Charcoal Land and revival of the traditional burning. One of those
factors was embeddedness of an innovator in multiple networks (e.g.
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local community, state forest service, touristic organizations, etc), who
acted as an “intermediary actor” able to bridge different levels (Jungs-
berg et al., 2020; Pisani et al., 2020). Embeddedness of an innovator also
fostered the trust in the Charcoal Land and enabled the initiative to get
access to resources (Castro-Arce and Vanclay, 2020). Further on, this
contributed to the legitimization by public actors and various organi-
zations operating on different levels, being the second success factor.
The legitimization of the revival of traditional charcoal burning by local
inhabitants of remote village was necessary for the approval of the new
way of practicing that simultaneously represented local cultural values
and needs, while legitimization by public actors enabled scaling and
institutionalization (Castro-Arce and Vanclay, 2020; Ludvig et al.,
2021b; Steiner et al., 2021). Lastly strategic use of narratives was the
third success factor, as it presented charcoal burning as an appealing
practice, leading to raised awareness, and increased importance and
popularity of the initiative and the traditional charcoal burning. In
addition the formulation of narratives of traditional charcoal burning
played a crucial role “in the construction of individual and social iden-
tities and the efforts dedicated to the development and communication
of collectively shared worldviews” (Wittmayer et al., 2019, p. 102433).

Our study contributes with the efforts to understand the “process”
behind social innovation in empirical terms, providing comprehensive
evidence that the charcoal burning practice in Slovenia reconfigured, as
today it is performed with the new meaning, and sustainably, without
devastating impact on the forests and the environment (as shown in
Picture 1). What we learned from the Charcoal Land initiative case, is
that this unsustainable way of practicing changed, as the practice
reconfigured towards small scale, in limited quantities (average 1-2
charcoal piles per charcoal family: average pile 15 m®). Nowadays, the
practice is performed in tight collaboration with state advisory service
and monitored by forest state authorities.

Although the practice is performed sustainably in accordance with
forest management plans, it should be noted that charcoal burning
practice does have environmental impacts, related to CO5 emissions and
air quality. In the context of climate change, this should be especially
paid attention to, also in relation to forest degradation, as if practice is
practiced over large scale and in high quantity, the impact on forest
resources (as well as on air quality and human health) will be devas-
tating (as illustrated in section 4.2 on context).

The way of practicing also changed, as today’s charcoal burners use
modern tools and equipment. Thus, the fully manual labor that was in
the past needed for traditional charcoal burning is nowadays done at
least partially with mechanization (Sevnik, 1936; PO 2017-2019). In
practice, the Charcoal Land became a geographical brand that stands for
high quality, sustainable charcoal. Women play an increasingly impor-
tant role in the charcoal burning in Dole, as well as in activities devel-
oped around it (PO 2017-2019). Besides that, the revival of the charcoal
burning practice resulted in the creation of new networks (e.g., charcoal
burners - SFS - local community Dole), new organizational forms (e.g.,
charcoal burner’s clubs), as well as new governance arrangements (e.g.,
new regulation of charcoal burning), creating direct and indirect effects
on various levels. Long term effects of the initiative are also manifested
in institutionalization through legislation and formation of Charcoal
burners clubs and national association. Due to this, the development of
the Charcoal Land can also be regarded as a transformative SI, as it
strongly contributed to reemergence of the charcoal burners as a social
group in Slovenia, and sparkled the revival of traditional charcoal
burning with the new meaning.

Limitations of the study stem from the exploratory character and the
longitudinal qualitative design of the research. As we conducted an
exploratory longitudinal study focusing on the central subject, we did
not conduct an in-depth assessment of each effect of the Charcoal Land
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initiative. In this sense, the in-depth assessment of the project phase that
includes all new developed projects and revival in other geographical
regions fell out of the scope of this research. Another limitation was
related to the time bias of respondents, as on several occasions re-
spondents were not able to exactly recall all involved persons or other
details of key events. This issue we mitigated with triangulation of data
collection and analysis methods.

Regardless of limitations, our approach enabled us to get very
detailed insights into the development processes in terms of preparation
and reconfiguration of social practices. Our findings also open other
various questions and avenues for future research. With this respect
further analysis of the distribution of power among public actors and
charcoal burners would be useful for an in-depth assessment of effects,
contributing to the literature on governance of SI. Having in mind the
extraordinary role of the leader, the application of leadership theory
would provide a better understanding of the drivers and capacities of the
district forester. A multiple comparative case study on identified char-
coal burners clubs in Slovenia would contribute to a better understand of
the process of their formation, as well as their social, ecological, and
economic impacts. Further on, sociological research could be under-
taken to better understand the meaning of charcoal burning to local
inhabitants, their motivation and values, the role of gender in charcoal
burning. Another area that would have practical implementation would
be an evaluation of forest ecosystem services related to traditional
charcoal burning, as well as impact assessment.

The revival of the traditional charcoal burning in Slovenia provides a
good practice example of how this traditional practice can be practiced
more sustainably, minimizing harmful environmental and health effects
and simultaneously contributing to rural development, forestry, envi-
ronment, education, and culture. It illustrates the multifunctionality of
forests and their diverse potential, not just through direct ecosystem
products and services, but as well as through indirect opportunities that
make the basis for a rural development and green, circular bioeconomy.
As such, it is highly relevant today, especially for countries such as Brazil
(Rittl et al., 2015) or Palestine (Billig et al., 2022), where communities
might be reluctant to technological innovation. In those countries,
charcoal is a source of subsistence, whose large-scale production has
highly negative impacts on the environment and society. In this sense,
the Charcoal Land, and current way of practicing traditional charcoal
burning in Slovenia might serve as an example for reducing the negative
environmental effects trough down-scaling, diversification and institu-
tionalization of traditional practice, that can span multi-functional,
close-to-nature, sustainable forest management, rural entrepreneur-
ship, and new income sources for local communities.
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