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This report is an interim output of the Scottish Rural Communities Policy Review, 
and sets out the interim Theories of Change at the end of Stage 1. This first stage 
of the project was led by Ipsos. Further information can be found on the project 
webpage: Scottish Rural Communities Policy Review. 

The researchers would like to thank all of the Theory of Change workshop 
participants for their time and for sharing their views.  

The views expressed in this report do not necessarily represent those of the 
Scottish Government or Scottish Ministers. 
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Introduction 
The Scottish Government has commissioned Scotland’s Rural College (SRUC), 
Ipsos, the University of the Highlands and Islands (Perth), and other partners to 
carry out a Scottish Rural Communities Policy Review in 2025-26. The review 
focuses on three key elements of rural community funding and support: Community 
Led Local Development, Scottish Rural Action and the Scottish Rural Network. The 
review is ongoing and will be completed by Spring 2026. 

The first stage of the project (led by Ipsos) is to develop four theory of change 
models: one for each element and an overarching theory of change. The other 
stages of the review will involve an evidence review, fieldwork, and reporting.1 

A Theory of Change provides a structured narrative explaining how a programme, 
initiative or intervention is expected to achieve its intended outcomes. It logically 
maps the elements of a programme, outlining the activities undertaken, the outputs 
and outcomes anticipated, and the underlying assumptions connecting them. 

A draft Theory of Change for each programme was developed by Ipsos, based on 
existing documentation and information available online. These draft Theories of 
Change were reviewed initially by Scottish Government. They were then reviewed 
by key stakeholders involved in the design or delivery of Community Led Local 
Development, Scottish Rural Action or the Scottish Rural Network, or who had a 
wider interest in rural policy.  

Three online workshops were then undertaken with key stakeholders, one each for 
Community Led Local Development, Scottish Rural Action and the Scottish Rural 
Network. The workshops took place in March and April 2025 and lasted around two 
hours. During the workshops, stakeholders were presented with the draft Theories 
of Change and asked to provide their feedback on every element. Additional one-
to-one or mini group discussions were held with stakeholders who were unable to 
attend the main workshops.   

This document sets out the interim Theories of Change at the end of Stage 1 of the 
review. It contains contextual information relevant to each initiative as well as key 
feedback from stakeholders who took part in workshops or interviews to inform their 
development. As with any Theory of Change, the content provides an overview 
rather than a comprehensive account of each initiative.  It should be read alongside 
the Scottish Rural Communities Policy Review: Policy and Delivery Context 
document, which provides important background information. 

The Theories of Change set out in this document will act as a research tool to 
inform the fieldwork stage of the Scottish Rural Communities Policy Review, which 
is ongoing. They are  ‘living’ documents that will in turn be informed by findings that 
emerge from fieldwork planned over Summer 2025. The Theories of Change will be 
further reviewed and revised as part of the final analysis and reporting stages. 

 
1 Further information can be found on the project webpage: Scottish Rural Communities Policy Review 

https://www.ruralexchange.scot/scottish-rural-communities-policy-review/rural-communities-policy/
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Community Led Local Development 

This chapter provides context for the Community Led Local Development (CLLD) 
theory of change (see Figure 1.1) and key feedback from stakeholders involved in 
design or delivery. 

Background 

In 2021-22 the Scottish Government commenced its Community Led Local 
Development (CLLD) programme to replace LEADER in Scotland, which had 
operated for almost 30 years. The funding available through this CLLD programme 
is managed by 21 Local Action Groups (LAGs) across Scotland. More detail is 
available in the ‘Stage 2. Review of Policy and Delivery Context’ published 
alongside this report. 

Vision and aims 

The wording for the vision and aims for Community Led Local Development is 
based on existing documentation (including information available online). It was 
reviewed by Scottish Government and refined based on stakeholder feedback.  

There was a broad consensus among stakeholders on the importance of the 
programme empowering local people to identify and address their own needs and 
aspirations. It was noted that these priorities are often to deliver on needs that 
some stakeholders felt are not met by local or national government.  

It was also strongly felt that cultural heritage should be recognised and supported 
as having intrinsic value to communities, rather than something to be ‘performed’ 
for tourists.  

Activities 

Stakeholder feedback on the activities of the Community Led Local Development 
(CLLD) programme revealed a strong desire to move beyond a narrow view of 
Local Action Groups (LAGs) as simply managing project funding. While 
acknowledging this as a vital function, participants stressed the much broader role 
the groups play in fostering community cohesion and empowering communities to 
drive their own development. This included supporting innovation and projects that 
might be considered more of a risk. This more strategic role in relation to funding 
was seen as particularly important against a background of reducing public funding 
with Local Action Groups (LAGs) able to reduce duplication and inefficiencies.  

There was clear concern about the sustainability of relying heavily on volunteers in 
programme delivery, with calls for multi-year funding, greater flexibility, and 
exploration of opportunities to transition some volunteer roles into paid positions to 
avoid burnout and retain valuable expertise.  

https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/community-led-local-development/
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Short-medium term outcomes   

Discussion of short-medium term outcomes focused on the concept of community 
wealth building, a people-centred approach to local economic development, which 
redirects wealth back into the local economy.2 Stakeholders emphasised that rural 
and island communities have championed community wealth building principles for 
many years. While recognising the importance of local ownership, stakeholders 
highlighted the need for realistic expectations, pointing out that communities often 
lack the capacity and resources to manage assets, especially those requiring 
significant upkeep or facing regulatory hurdles.  

Additionally, stakeholders emphasised a need to improve collaborative links 
between rural and island communities, recognising that communities have different 
strengths which can be transferred through sharing knowledge and 
sharing/expanding resources.  

Long-term impacts 

There was a strong desire to move away from deficit-based narratives that frame 
rural communities as lacking. While acknowledging the very real challenges these 
communities face, stakeholders emphasised the need to recognise and leverage 
existing strengths and assets.  

In relation to business sustainability, it was noted that this should not focus solely 
on growth. 

In relation to empowerment, it was noted that there should be a focus on supporting 
communities to benefit from funding that is perceived to have prioritised urban 
areas. Community control of green space and vacant buildings were given as 
examples of ownership and control of local assets to benefit the community.  

The power of peer learning and knowledge exchange, both within Scotland and 
internationally, was seen as a crucial element for amplifying successful community-
led initiatives, with stakeholders highlighting the inspiring and empowering effect of 
seeing other communities succeed. 

Assumptions and risks 

Annual funding and budget cuts were highlighted as significant risks, and this was 
also discussed in the Scottish Rural Network workshop. In particular, the 
uncertainty created by the funding model was linked to the potential of losing 
experienced staff. A key assumption underpinning the work of Community Led 
Local Development is that Local Action Groups (LAGs) have sufficient funding, 
capacity and energy to keep going. Stakeholders highlighted the importance of a 
commitment from local authorities and supporting bodies to support these groups in 
the absence of long-term funding. 

 
2 See this report for further information: Community Wealth Building in Scotland: The Evolution of Policy 
and Practice. Policy Spotlight (Scotland's Rural College, 2024) 

https://pure.sruc.ac.uk/en/publications/community-wealth-building-in-scotland-the-evolution-of-policy-and
https://pure.sruc.ac.uk/en/publications/community-wealth-building-in-scotland-the-evolution-of-policy-and
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However, concerns were raised about some local authorities not recognising the 
capability of communities to manage budgets and deliver projects effectively. This 
was also linked to a sense of distrust amongst some Scottish Government policy 
officials who are perceived to not be engaging closely with community 
stakeholders. Stakeholders therefore highlighted the risk of Community Led Local 
Development (CLLD) funding not being properly ringfenced due to a lack of 
recognition and understanding of the capabilities and impact of the Local Action 
Groups. 
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 Figure 1.1 Community Led Local Development (CLLD) theory of change 
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Scottish Rural Action  

This chapter provides context for the Scottish Rural Action (SRA) theory of change 
(Figure 1.2) and key feedback from stakeholders involved in the design or delivery 
of this initiative. 

Background  

Scottish Rural Action (SRA) is a membership organisation established in 2013. It 
has an elected Board of Directors and staff team. More detail is available in the 
‘Stage 2. Review of Policy and Delivery Context’ published alongside this report. 

Vision and aims  

The vision for Scottish Rural Action is as shown on their website. The aims  are as 
shown in their latest Accounts. The timescale for Scottish Rural Actions vision is 50 
years. Stakeholders emphasised the importance of capacity building and enabling 
rural and island communities to have control over their future in shaping the work of 
Scottish Rural Action. There was a strong call to move beyond a narrative of "doing 
for" rural communities and instead focusing on empowering them to set and lead on 
their own priorities.  

Inputs 

Stakeholders stressed that the most valuable input to Scottish Rural Action’s work 
comes from the rural and island communities themselves, highlighting their role in 
shaping the organisation's priorities and holding it to account. Scottish Rural Action 
staff, its board and membership are all part of these rural and island communities. 
Scottish Rural Action draws heavily on expertise residing within these communities 
and on community-led research and grey literature (such as academic articles). It 
was also noted that there is a strong volunteer presence in rural and island 
communities which should be recognised.  

Stakeholders also emphasised the importance of collaboration with other 
organisations in relation to Scottish Rural Action’s activities, reach and amplifying 
its impact. 

The main source of income for Scottish Rural Action is Scottish Government 
funding. However, the organisation has sought to diversify its income, including 
through donations or sponsorship, and paid-for services (for example, secretariat 
services or delivering workshops).  

Activities  

Building  capacity for community activism was highlighted as a key activity which 
reflects Scottish Rural Action’s role in empowering communities to advocate for 
their own needs and aspirations. There is a particular focus on mobilising younger 
generations.  

https://www.sra.scot/
https://www.sra.scot/annual-accounts
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The activities in the Theory of Change are interconnected. For example, “platform 
building” was noted as being central to Scottish Rural Action's activities. These 
platforms often serve multiple purposes and cut across the categories outlined in 
the Theory of Change.  

There was emphasis on the cross-sectoral and cross-geographic nature of Scottish 
Rural Action activity, and the ability to connect individuals and communities with 
shared interests. This includes connecting with groups that are not seen as 
traditionally represented, such as small local food producers.   

It was also highlighted that Scottish Rural Action intends for activities to be 
accessible and co-designed with experts by experience.  

Outputs  

The outputs in the Theory of Change reflect what is produced as a result of the 
activities. These are often quantifiable, but stakeholders also highlighted the 
importance of capturing qualitative information (for example, not just how many 
events are run but how engaged members are). Further work would be needed to 
refine the outputs if these are to be used for evaluation purposes, perhaps including 
key performance indicators.   

Short-medium term outcomes  

As context for the short to-medium term outcomes, stakeholders emphasised that 
significant work is already being done by rural and island communities (notably by 
volunteers), particularly in areas such as climate change adaptation.  

Long-term impacts 

Scottish Rural Action typically see their long-term impacts as working on a 20-to-
25-year timescale (towards the 50-year vision). The following were highlighted as 
key long-term impacts: evidence-based policy making that addresses structural 
barriers to rural and island development, and that rural and island Scotland is 
recognised, valued and resourced appropriately.  

Stakeholders emphasised that rural and island Scotland is diverse, and that there 
will be different priorities and need across communities. 
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Figure 1.2 Scottish Rural Action (SRA) theory of change 
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Scottish Rural Network  

This chapter provides context for the Scottish Rural Network (SRN) theory of 
change (see Figure 1.3) and key feedback from stakeholders with strategic insight 
of this initiative or similar networks.  

Background  

The Scottish Rural Network was established in 2007 to support the delivery of the 
Scottish Rural Development Programme (SRDP). It has evolved over time and is 
currently managed through the Network Support Unit within Scottish Government. 
More detail is available in the ‘Stage 2. Review of Policy and Delivery Context’ 
published alongside this report. 

Vision and aims  

The wording of the vision for the Scottish Rural Network is based on existing 
documentation (including information available online). It was reviewed by Scottish 
Government and refined based on stakeholder feedback.  A number of 
stakeholders expressed a desire for the vision to be bold and ambitious.  

The aims of the Scottish Rural Network are as shown on their website. However, 
there were a number of comments from stakeholders which could be considered for 
any future revisions of the aims. These included: a desire to see more emphasis on 
the importance of collaboration and partnership working; a suggestion to use 
stronger language, for example “engaging farmers, rural businesses and 
communities about wider policy and funding…” rather than “informing”; and a 
suggestion for there to be a subset of objectives for each aim.  

In practice, stakeholders felt that the Scottish Rural Network has focused more on 
community development than agricultural support in recent years.  

Inputs 

The resources captured under the policy and legislative framework reflect the 
evolving policy landscape in which the Scottish Rural Network is operating. This 
recognises the legacy of European Union (EU) regulations whilst acknowledging 
the emergence of new frameworks such as the Scottish Government’s forthcoming 
Rural Support Plan and Rural Delivery Plan.  

Stakeholders highlighted the importance of applied research as an input, 
particularly existing knowledge on good practice. Partnerships were also 
highlighted as a significant input, particularly in helping the Scottish Rural Network 
extend its reach.  

https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/
https://www.ruralnetwork.scot/about-the-scottish-rural-network/
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Activities  

Stakeholders acknowledged that many Scottish Rural Network activities stem from 
its historical role within the EU framework. However, activity will continue to evolve 
post-EU exit. This is reflected in the language used in the fifth aim, which notes the 
Scottish Rural Network’s role in promoting the Scottish Rural Development 
Programme (under the EU Common Agricultural Policy, or ‘CAP’), but also other 
wider initiatives relevant to rural and island communities.  

Collaboration with wider rural networks across the UK and beyond was noted as an 
activity that had decreased since EU exit, but there was a desire to rekindle 
knowledge exchange in this area.  

Outputs  

As with the Scottish Rural Action Theory of Change, the outputs reflect what is 
produced as a result of the activities. These are often quantifiable, but stakeholders 
also highlighted the importance of capturing qualitative information. Further work 
would be needed to refine the outputs if these are to be used for evaluation 
purposes, perhaps including key performance indicators.   

The Scottish Rural Network website, and written and video case studies, were 
highlighted as important tools for information sharing and engagement. One 
stakeholder noted the particular success of the Welsh Rural Network's ‘user-
friendly’ platform, which could be investigated by the Scottish Rural Network team.  

Short-medium term outcomes   

Again, stakeholders emphasised that improved collaboration, networking and 
information sharing are key outcomes for the Scottish Rural Network.  

Stakeholders also stressed the importance of clearly defining and communicating 
the Scottish Rural Network’s role within the broader rural and island development 
landscape and beyond, particularly given overlapping interests with different policy 
areas within Scottish Government.  

In relation to ‘increased awareness and uptake of funding opportunities that add 
value to communities’, it was noted that this could include job creation, improved 
wellbeing and more climate friendly practices in the longer term.   

Long-term impacts 

Enhanced resilience and sustainability of rural and island communities was 
identified as the key long-term impact, which the other long-term impacts support.  

Assumptions and risks 

Annual funding and budget cuts were highlighted as significant risks. Under EU 
frameworks, the Scottish Rural Network operated on a five-year funding cycle. 
Stakeholders noted that the change to annual funding impacts on long-term 
planning and delivery of outcomes.  
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The small size of the Scottish Rural Network team within Scottish Government was 
also identified as a key risk. This impacted on the team’s capacity to deliver 
Scottish Rural Network activity against a background of increased demand and 
budget cuts.  

It was also suggested that it can be challenging to measure and demonstrate the 
impact of a network which means there could be limited awareness of the 
contribution of the network among stakeholders.  

In relation to the assumption that the Scottish Rural Network remains part of a 
wider European movement, it was noted that there is a principle that rural policy in 
Scotland aligns with EU policy (unless there is reason to diverge).  
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Figure 1.3 Scottish Rural Network (SRN) theory of change 
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Overarching theory of change 

Once a Theory of Change was developed for each element, Ipsos created an 
overarching Theory of Change (see figure 1.4) as a synthesis of the three 
elements. This chapter highlights the relationship between Community Led Local 
Development, Scottish Rural Action and the Scottish Rural Network, including 
areas of common purpose and also distinctions.  

Vision and aims 

While distinct in their approaches, areas of common purpose across Community 
Led Local Development, Scottish Rural Action and the Scottish Rural Network 
include an emphasis on the role of communities in shaping their own futures 
through a bottom-up, participatory approach. They all highlight sustainability and 
resilience, with the aim of ensuring the economic, social, and environmental 
wellbeing of rural and island communities. All three recognise the value of 
collaboration and networking, both within Scotland and beyond, to share knowledge 
and best practice. 

The relative focus of each element could be summarised as follows: 

• Community Led Local Development (CLLD) focuses on local empowerment,  
and enabling local communities to address their unique challenges and build 
on their strengths.   

• Scottish Rural Action (SRA) focuses on building a rural movement for policy 
change, mobilising a collective voice for rural Scotland to influence policy and 
advocate for rural needs. 

• The Scottish Rural Network (SRN) focuses on supporting communities 
through innovation and policy implementation, facilitating community 
participation in policy processes to improve delivery.  

Inputs 

Community Led Local Development, Scottish Rural Action and the Scottish Rural 
Network all operate within a shared policy framework. They are all informed by 
academic and applied research, and they all rely on Scottish Government funding 
as a primary input. The involvement of people with diverse skills and experience is 
also a common thread across each element. 

Some key distinctions include: 

• Community Led Local Development (CLLD), and its network of Local Action 
Groups (LAGs), sometimes draws on a more diverse range of funding (for 
example, match funding, other Scottish Government funding such as the 
Investing in Communities Fund, UK Government funding such as the UK 
Shared Prosperity Fund, and remaining EU funds like RURACTIVE). 
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• Scottish Rural Action (SRA) receives donations and sponsorships from 
private sector and charitable organisations, and also generates income 
through paid-for services (for example, secretariat roles). 

• The Scottish Rural Network (SRN), which is part of a wider group of National  
Networks across the UK and EU, operates within a specific legislative 
framework related to agricultural and rural policy for funding. 

Activities 

Common activities across the three elements include capacity building activities, 
networking and communication, and policy engagement. The key distinctions are: 

• Community Led Local Development (CLLD)’s focus on direct action at the 
local level through Local Action Group (LAG) activities, which enable 
communities to identify their own needs and aspirations, support innovation 
and investment, and take a strategic approach to funding decisions.  

• Scottish Rural Action (SRA)’s focus on building a grassroots rural movement 
and advocating for rural needs. SRA emphasises building a platform for 
collective action and amplifying the voices of seldom-heard groups (including, 
but not only, through the Scottish Rural and Islands Parliament events). 

• The Scottish Rural Network (SRN)’s focus on facilitating participation in 
policy development and improving the delivery of rural development 
programmes. SRN collaborates with partners to support activities and 
engages with other Scottish Government policy areas. 

Outputs and outcomes 

Community Led Local Development, Scottish Rural Action and the Scottish Rural 
Network all produce outputs related to networking and communication, such as 
events and meetings, publications and resources, and online engagement. This 
highlights a shared emphasis on improving connections between stakeholders, 
sharing information, and fostering collaboration.  

Key variations across other outputs and outcomes include: 

• Community Led Local Development (CLLD)’s outputs being more project-
focused, reflecting the diversity of local initiatives it supports. Its outcomes 
are centred around tangible local improvements. 

• Scottish Rural Action (SRA)’s outputs being geared towards platform building 
and influencing policy. Its outcomes are centred around strengthening the 
rural movement. 

• The Scottish Rural Network (SRN)’s outputs being focused on effective 
networking with rural communities and businesses. Its outcomes are centred 
around improving the development and implementation of rural development 
programmes and policies. 
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Longer term impacts 

Community Led Local Development, Scottish Rural Action and the Scottish Rural 
Network all aim to improve the overall quality of life and wellbeing of Scotland’s 
rural and island communities. This includes enhancing economic, social, and 
environmental sustainability. They all seek to enhance community resilience, 
confidence, and collaboration.  

Their intended impacts are distinct in the following ways: 

• Community Led Local Development focuses on longer-term impacts related 
to resilience, business viability, and systems change. These include 
increased community leadership of local development initiatives, enhanced 
community confidence and empowerment, improved access to and control 
over resources, stable or growing populations, reduced rural poverty and 
inequality, and enhanced community benefits.  

• Scottish Rural Action focuses on longer-term impacts related to 
strengthening the rural movement. These include evidence-based 
policymaking that addresses structural barriers to rural and island 
development, trust between stakeholders, and recognition of the value of 
rural and island Scotland.  

• The Scottish Rural Network focuses on longer-term impacts related to policy 
responsiveness and programme effectiveness. These include funding being 
used to add value to rural and island communities, wider policies being more 
responsive to the needs of rural and island communities, and improved 
implementation and delivery of the Scottish Rural Development Programme. 

Assumptions and risks 

Community Led Local Development, Scottish Rural Action and the Scottish Rural 
Network all rely on external factors, including political support, funding availability 
and the ongoing commitment of stakeholders. They are also dependent on the 
capacity and capabilities of staff, volunteers and communities. In particular: 

• Community Led Local Development's assumptions focus on the capacity of 
Local Action Groups and the long-term commitment of local partners. 

• Scottish Rural Action's assumptions focus on the dynamics of the rural 
movement and its relationship with government and civil society. 

• The Scottish Rural Network's assumptions focus on its continued connection 
with European networks. 

Funding challenges and community capacity are key risks to all elements, as well 
as the perception of duplicated effort which could lead to missed opportunities. 
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Figure 1.4 Overarching Theory of Change 
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