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Chapter 5
Specialists for Crumble Cakes? 
The German LandFrauen Organizations 
in Social Innovation, and as Educational, 
Social, and Political Institutions

Laura Suarsana

The LandFrauen clubs and associations1 as contemporary civil society organiza-
tions are spread widely across Germany, with a focus on the rural areas. Strongly 
locally embedded and interconnected nationwide, they address local needs and the 
interests of women and women in agriculture, and contribute to social and cultural 
infrastructure and the development of rural regions. They engage in education, 
knowledge transfer, and political interest representation, and address societal chal-
lenges. Despite these activities and their size of about 500,000 members in more 
than 10,000 local clubs, 22 state associations, and one federal association (DLV 
e.V., 2020a), the German LandFrauen are to a large part neglected by social sciences 
and often reduced to “specialists for crumble cakes” (Int. 02, see also Icken, 2002, 
p. 9; Sawahn 2009, 2012).

In this chapter, I present empirical results on the LandFrauen and illustrate that 
their activities go far beyond baking, as they, in manifold dimensions, contribute to 
societal change and the development of rural areas. This case study contributes to 
the debate on civil society’s role in societal change and social innovation: I will 
discuss how the LandFrauen organizations as an institutional frame enable these 
activities, which are highly reliant on their diverse and strongly locally rooted base 
of members. I analyze the diverse practices from the conceptual perspective of 
social innovation as an approach whose practical dimension is expected to hold 
particularly high potential for rural areas, which are often affected by infrastructural 
and socioeconomic deficits and structural weaknesses. The empirical results on the 
German LandFrauen clubs and associations show that LandFrauen are highly 

1 Throughout this chapter, I use clubs for the very local organizations with individual members. I 
use associations for the higher organizational levels with—regularly—organizational members 
(apart from exceptions with individual memberships also on higher associational levels).
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engaged in initiating change and development in rural Germany by uniquely 
addressing women’s needs through social, cultural, and educational offers: The 
members’ social interactions thereby function as a ground and starting point for 
further activities that set impulses in local development.

Based on the empirical research, I argue that the LandFrauen activities are, on 
one hand, integrated into specific local fields and highly adaptive to local needs and 
interests through the deep integration of the large and diverse base of members in 
their local villages and rural society. In parallel, they receive support from higher 
associational levels, providing them with knowledge, ideas, and institutional sup-
port. The interwoven local and interregional activities, cooperation, and the 
exchange of knowledge and ideas, and a broad internal and external network—
across horizontal and vertical levels as well as across geographies—can be high-
lighted as a key feature of the LandFrauen associations, and as the base of their 
societal engagement.

This chapter is structured as follows: I will first discuss social innovation as con-
ceptual background and underlying research perspective, followed by a discussion 
of the LandFrauen as an object of research and an element of associational life in 
Germany. On this basis, I will derive my research questions and provide an over-
view on methods, in order to then elaborate my empirical findings on the LandFrauen 
practices related to societal change, and how they are organized within the associa-
tional structure. I reflect upon these results in a discussion of how the discussed 
practices relate to the concept of social innovation, and of prerequisites that facili-
tate the explored practices. The chapter closes with a conclusion.

 Social Innovation as a Research Perspective

 New Solutions for Society, Unfolding in Practices

The notion of social innovation is diffuse and contested (Domanski, Howaldt, & 
Kaletka, 2020, p. 458; Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010, pp. 2–3) with regard to its ana-
lytical status as well as its use in policy practices (Moulaert, MacCallum, & Hillier, 
2013, p. 13). Key commonality in the variety of understandings of the term is the 
connection to societal change and the meeting of social problems and needs through 
new societal solutions (Domanski et al., 2020, pp. 460–462; Howaldt & Schwarz, 
2010; Moulaert & MacCallum, 2019, p. 31; Mulgan, Tucker, Ali, & Sanders, 2007, 
pp. 1, 8; Wendt, 2016, pp. 10–12; Zapf, 1989). Social innovation is related to nov-
elty and innovation as conceptualized by Schumpeter (1912, 1942), with processes 
of diffusion and implementation as relevant criteria (Wendt, 2016, p. 11)2 that “a 
novel idea was put into practice and became institutionalized,” or that existing 

2 Authors further refer to the process of “creative destruction” as “disruption of existing institu-
tions” (Howaldt & Schwarz, 2016, p. 58).
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elements have been innovatively recombined (Christmann, Ibert, Jessen, & Walther, 
2020, p. 4), or transferred into new contexts or spatial settings (Christmann, 2020a, 
p. 426).

Moulaert and MacCallum (2019, pp.  32–37) identify two, partly contrasting, 
paradigms in the research field on social innovation: One they refer to as “Anglo- 
American,” instrumental and technocratic and related to business and organizational 
management sciences, its proponents often considering social innovation as com-
plementary to market activity (p. 32). As a second thought line they identify the 
more interdisciplinary “Euro-Canadian social economy literature,” connected to 
regional development literature and to normative and emancipatory expectations, its 
proponents relating social innovation to “empowerment, solidarity, socio-political 
renewal and institutional transformation” (p. 34): They argue that it improves social 
relations on the micro-level between individuals as well as on the macro-level 
“between classes and other social groups” (Moulaert et al., 2013, p. 16). Further, it 
is expected to “collectively [empower] people (especially marginalized people) to 
act” (Moulaert & MacCallum, 2019, p. 4). In this view, social innovation unfolds in 
processes and practices and in joint action from different societal actors “beyond 
business and government routines” (Brandsen, Evers, Cattacin, & Zimmer, 2016b, 
pp. 6–7). It relates to social transformation (Wendt, 2016, p. 13) and includes citi-
zens and larger parts of society as agents of innovation (Domanski et al., 2020).

 Social Innovation as Embedded 
and Contextualized Phenomenon

Relational conceptualizations of innovation processes discuss the relevance of 
social interaction, embeddedness, proximity, and institutional context for the cre-
ation and transmission of knowledge, understanding the latter as “embodied social 
practice” (Amin & Cohendet, 2004, p. 11; Bathelt & Glückler, 2011; Boschma & 
Frenken, 2010; Glückler & Bathelt, 2017; Rutten, 2017)—which unfolds locally 
(Asheim & Gertler, 2005, p. 293), as well as independent of locality, for example, 
within virtual or temporal knowledge communities (Bathelt, Feldman, & Kogler, 
2011; Bathelt, Malmberg, & Maskell, 2004; Grabher & Ibert, 2014; Growe & Henn, 
2020; Lambooy, 2010; Rutten, 2017, p. 159). Researchers have raised communities 
of practice and epistemic communities as contexts and grounds for learning, knowl-
edge creation, and innovation among groups and collectives (Amin & Roberts, 
2008; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Müller & Ibert, 2015, p. 339; Punstein & Glückler, 
2020, pp. 546–548; Wenger, 1998). Accordingly, social innovation is perceived as 
contextualized “territorial phenomena, embedded in spaces, social relations and 
institutions that are defined by particular cross-scalar and cross-sectoral dynamics” 
(Moulaert & MacCallum, 2019, p. 77) and integrated into “socio-economic struc-
tures, institutions and practices” (p. 35).
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Social innovation is always related to collective social action aiming at social change. The 
institutional perspective sees social innovation as a result of the exchanges and application 
of knowledge and resources by agents mobilized through legitimization activities. (Cajaiba- 
Santana, 2014, p. 43)

Global economic dynamics result in particular localized and spatially concen-
trated needs, which are addressed within communities through solutions and 
innovative practices beyond economic concepts. Whereas the addressed problems 
are place-based, the developed solutions also require and mobilize non-local and 
trans- local actors, networks, and relations (Moulaert & MacCallum, 2019, 
pp. 79–80). Researchers have increasingly discussed social innovation’s relevance 
for local and regional development, its potential for rural areas, often in reference 
to its local and institutional contextualization (Christmann, 2019, 2020a, 2020b; 
Christmann et al., 2020; Domanski et al., 2020, p. 455; Füg & Ibert, 2020; Howaldt 
& Schwarz, 2018, pp. 6–7; Richter, 2019; Schermer & Kroismayr, 2020). Here, 
local contexts are spaces in which “societal challenges become obvious as con-
crete social demands and in which problems are tackled by new social practices, 
often in unlikely collaborations” (Domanski et al., 2020, p. 468), while “institu-
tional embedding—including taking to scale” is perceived as essential factors of 
success for “socially innovative policies and collective strategies” (Moulaert 
et al., 2013, p. 18).

 The LandFrauen Organizations in German Civil Society 
and as Object of Research

By examining the German LandFrauen organizations, I am investigating a rather 
traditional form of associational life in Germany, with a long history and predeces-
sors stretching to the end of the 19th century (Sawahn, 2009), and a spatial focus in 
Germany’s rural regions. The spectrum of members is nearly entirely female—apart 
from sponsorship and honorary memberships, and some regional exceptions.3 The 
largest share of members is above 60 (Suarsana, 2017; Int. 01-18). The general 
organizational goal is

. . . more justice and equal opportunities for women who are at home in rural areas. This 
includes the perception and recognition of achievements and equal participation of rural 
women in work and family, in society and politics, in education, economy, and culture. 
(DLV e.V., 2020b, own transl.)

In this context, the LandFrauen are involved in diverse activities on all geo-
graphic and associational levels, which are linked horizontally and vertically 
through exchange and cooperation, such as in committees, cooperation, and com-
mon events (DLV e.V., 2020a, pp. 23–36; Suarsana, 2017; see Fig. 5.1). More than 
10,000 local clubs and the 437 district and 22 state associations are an active 

3 Such as in Brandenburg, where also men can become regular members (own research).
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Fig. 5.1 The German LandFrauen associations’ organizational structure. Based upon Suarsana 
(2017, p. 532). Organizational Data and information on cooperation and network partners: DLV 
2020a, pp. 24–28 

element of associational life in Germany, which since 2016 in total comprise more 
than 600,000 registered associations as the “dominant legal form” of German civil 
society—that structures, as well as it is based on, civic engagement (Priemer, 
Krimmer, & Labigne, 2017, p.  5). The organizations are broadly represented in 
external boards, directorates, and committees, such as the German Women’s Council 
and Agricultural Associations, and in various ways cooperate with partners from 
politics or the fields of education, agriculture, nutrition, and consumer protection, as 
well as within local or regional policy or regional development initiatives (DLV 
e.V., 2020a, pp. 24–26, Suarsana, 2017).

Research on the German LandFrauen has so far mostly focussed on their roots 
and history (Bridenthal, 1994; Helmle, 2009; Krieg, 1999; Sawahn, 2009, 2012; 
Schwarz, 1990). As contemporary organizations of German civil society, they can 
be considered as somehow “hidden figures” that only to a small degree are subject 
of discussion in the social sciences. Scholars have included them in broader analy-
ses of the German associational landscape, women’s and agricultural networks, and 
lobby organizations (e.g., Biegler, 2001; Icken, 2002, p. 9; Rudolph & Schirmer, 
2004, p. 145). As associations, they can be expected to play essential roles in build-
ing social capital and contributing to social cohesion (Putnam, 2000), serving as 
spaces of political socialization and schools of democracy, a “link between micro- 
and macro-levels and an integrative element for state and society” (Zimmer, 2007, 
p. 88, own transl.). In this, they “promise other ways of getting things done, from 
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supporting pub[l]ic spheres and providing representation to cultivating the virtues 
of citizens and providing alternative forms of governance” (Warren, 2001, p. 3). 
Suarsana (2017) highlights the relevance of the German LandFrauen organizations 
as an element of rural civil society and regional development. Their role in rural 
areas is discussed as a “driving force of village development” (Rosa-Luxemburg-
Stiftung, 2005) in their addressing of “basic questions of rural development”, in 
their  spectrum of members and broad representation of women in rural areas 
(Krambach, 2005, pp. 5–6), in their functions as local multipliers as a potential for 
“the economic, social, and cultural development in the country” (pp. 6–8), or as 
participants of LEADER-projects (Ebeling, 2017). Further, scholars have to a lesser 
degree included the LandFrauen in studies on adult education (Ambos & Greubel, 
2012; Baumgart, Becker, Borsch, Merre, & Maas, 2004; Beetz, Bender, & Haubold, 
2018; Kaschuba, 1996), and with regards to their project work in fields such as 
health (Jackisch et  al., 2020), employment (Putzing, 2003), tourism (Kistemann, 
2003), and biodiversity (Lütt, 2007).

 Method and Research Questions: Analysis 
of the LandFrauen’s Role in Social Change and Innovation

Based on the above, I perceive social innovation as societal solutions—new con-
cepts or recombinations—that have a procedural component, are related to imple-
mentation in practice and collective agency, are based on exchange of knowledge,4 
occur institutionally, are socially embedded, and are related to processes of transfor-
mation, empowerment and mobilization.

My central research focus in this chapter is to explore how the LandFrauen in 
their activities and engagement contribute to societal development and serve as car-
riers of social innovation, and how these activities unfold locally and are influenced 
by the institutional and organizational structure: To what extent do LandFrauen 
practices and organizations relate to societal change and promote social innovation? 
To what extent do they relate to processes of empowerment and “reconfigured social 
relations”? Which organizational and infrastructural prerequisites enable/further the 
development of societal solutions and social innovation through LandFrauen? In 
what follows I will illustrate the results of this empirical assessment of the 
LandFrauen activities and analyze their societal functions in (rural) society.

The empirical basis of this chapter are 18 qualitative interviews, 17 with leading 
representatives of 22 LandFrauen Associations in total on the federal-state and 
national level in Germany, as well as with the president of the national LandFrauen 
association. I conducted interviews with the German LandFrauen Associations in 

4 Knowledge thereby understood as in the introductory chapter of the Knowledge and Space vol-
ume “Knowledge for Governance” as “human understanding of concrete and abstract phenomena 
of the world in which we live”; see Glückler, Herrigel, and Handke (2020, p. 4). For a more detailed 
reflection on knowledge in its relation to space, see Meusburger (2008).
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Brandenburg, Bremen, Hamburg, Lower Saxony (Hanover), Lower Saxony (Weser- 
Ems), Hesse, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, Rhineland, Rhineland-Nassau, 
Saarland, Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, Westphalia-Lippe, Thuringia, Schleswig- 
Holstein, Württemberg-Hohenzollern, and with the LandFrauen Group in the 
Bavarian Farmers’ Association.

Most interview partners were, and mostly still are, in parallel to their voluntary 
or vocational associational work, integrated as active members into their local home 
club/association. Some are further engaged within the intermediary regional asso-
ciations, or are elected members of the board of the national association (see 
Table 5.1). Thus, the interview partners could provide deep insights not only on the 
higher aggregated associational activities, but also on local clubs’ activities. 
Interviews were conducted between June and September 2020 via phone with mem-
bers of the president boards and with managing directors of the associations all over 
Germany, with an average length of 50 minutes.

All interviews were recorded and fully transcribed using the digital transcription 
service  F4x and the qualitative text analytical software MAXQDA.  Further, all 
interviews were analyzed following qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2015). 
The results of this analysis are presented in the following chapter on findings, and 
they form the base of argumentation if not stated otherwise. All direct citations were 
translated from German into English and linguistically smoothed regarding dialect, 
colloquial language, and non-thematic fillers.

Table 5.1 Interview details

Total number of Interviews: 18

Organizational structure:
Registered federal association: 1
Registered federal state associations:a 14 (of 19)
Federal state associations incorporated into the state’s farmer’s association: 3 (of 3)
Interview partners:
President/Chairwoman of the board (honorary): 11
Managing director (vocational): 5
Board member/Vice president: 2
Interview partners represented in the board of the national federal association: 5 (of 8)
Regional distribution of the interviewed associations (state level):
Associations in Western Germany: 12 (of 17)
Associations in Eastern Germany: 5 (of 5)
Representation of members through interviewed associations:
Total of (paying) members represented:b 314,814 (76.3%)
Total of (paying) members represented (Eastern Germany) 5,979 (100%)
Total of (paying) members represented (Western Germany): 308,835 (76.0%)

aFor historical reasons (see Sawahn, 2009), there are 22 federal associations in the 16 German 
federal states
bMembership data from DLV e.V. (2019, p. 42)
Note. Source: Design by author
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Further, I conducted participatory observation during the nationwide LandFrauen 
Days that took place in Erfurt in 2016 and in Ludwigshafen in 2018 with 5,000 and 
3,000 participants, events that are organized by the German association for all mem-
bers of the LandFrauen clubs and associations in Germany. I also draw on primary 
sources, such as the websites and annual reports of the LandFrauen associations.

 Findings: LandFrauen Organizations and Practices in Societal 
Change and Social Innovation

 Diversity, Geography, and Local Contextualization 
of the LandFrauen Organizations and Activities

The associations and clubs differ highly across Germany.5 The interviews revealed 
large differences and different foci of activities, although I could identify a number 
of core activities throughout all interviews that relate to the general goals of address-
ing and representing the interests of women, families in rural areas, and specifically 
women in agriculture, engaging for good conditions of living in rural areas.

As key characteristics of the LandFrauen organizations, several interviewees 
highlighted the wide range of members, which includes women across all profes-
sions, generations, confessions, political affiliations, and social classes, which they 
attributed to bridging societal functions. They thereby named the overall diversity 
across regions and members as a quality of the organizational structure. Each club6 
develops an annual program following the interests and perceived local needs of the 
local members. Local social activities and regularly organized meetings thereby 
form the ground for a broad range of further educational and also political activities 
on local as well as higher associational levels. Vice versa, higher associational levels 
influence local club activities through setting lead or annual topics, suggesting top-
ics or referents for the education programs, or through central and nation- or state- 
wide projects, or further offers addressed to all associational levels.

The breadth of activities across the clubs and associations is reflected in Table 5.2, 
which lists all activities by number and subject for 2017 (last data available). The 
largest share of activities relates to the everyday life and interests of the members in 
fields of health, sports, arts and culture, consumer policy, home economics, and 
nutrition. Further activities form a smaller proportion of the overall spectrum, but 
nevertheless the yearly numbers range into several thousands. These include work 
for the common good and social work, activities related to agriculture, societal and 
economic policy, as well as competence-related activities in the fields of communi-
cation, association management, media competence, and IT.

5 Accordingly, the activities and examples illustrated below surely do not apply to all clubs or 
associations.
6 As well as the district and federal state associations.
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Table 5.2 LandFrauen activities (all associational levels) by subject area in 2017

Events at local, district, state, and federal level by 
subject area

Number of 
Activitiesa

Share of Activities 
(%)

Health, sports 44,239 37.4
Art, culture, creativity 24,418 20.6
Consumer policy, home economics, nutrition 11,206 9.5
Activities for the common good, social work 8,060 6.8
Family, social issues 6,958 5.9
Agriculture, rural area, environment 5,674 4.8
Communication, association management 5,233 4.4
Societal and social policy 3,714 3.1
Media competence, IT 1,009 0.9
Economic policy 891 0.8
Other 7,009 5.9
Total 118,411 100.0

aData for Bremen not included. No data available in the category Activities for the Common Good, 
Social Work for Bavaria and Rhine-Hesse. No data available in the category Other for Hamburg, 
Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, Rhine-Hesse
Note. Source: Design by author. Data from DLV e.V. (2018, p. 42)

Regarding associational structure and activities, broad differences exist horizon-
tally—across the state and district associations and the local clubs—as well as verti-
cally: The higher associational levels fulfil broader and more political functions 
than the community-oriented local clubs. Horizontally, differences exist in internal 
organization as well as with regard to the activities, foci, and goals. The variety of 
clubs reflects the variety of members (see Table 5.3), and interviewees illustrated 
the influence of local institutional context and structure (see Cajaiba-Santana, 2014) 
on the clubs and associations. They referred to the associations’ differing statutes 
and the local clubs’ strong autonomy, as well as to the specific local conditions, 
including social infrastructure—local population, identity of the local members, 
further associations in the villages, and support from politics and potential part-
ners—and material and public service infrastructure, such as the existence of pub-
licly open space, or premises that can be used for meetings and events. Interviewees 
raised varying political support across the federal states. They especially described 
the eastern associations as highly regarded and supported, perceived as “important 
players,” by politicians (Int. 04). In urban settings in which the LandFrauen are also 
represented, interviewees stated less need for social infrastructure in comparison to 
peripheral regions. All interview partners considered the identity of local individu-
als who are board members and/or engaged in coordinating their local club, define 
topics and set the annual programs, to be highly influential on the local activities.

East and West German LandFrauen organizations differ regarding member struc-
ture and their historical background. The eastern associations were founded after 
German reunification, “more top-down” (Int. 13), with crises and growing unem-
ployment especially in agriculture in the eastern states. The newly founded associa-
tions offered support and exchange, and partly functioned as an institutional frame 
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Table 5.3 Educational activities of the German LandFrauen organizations in 2019

Educational 
Format

LandFrauen 
Organizations (state 

and federal level)

LandFrauen 
Associations 
(state level)

LandFrauen 
Associations 
(federal level)

German Adult 
Education 
Centersa

Courses/
Seminars:

51,521 51,512 9 523,611

  Teaching hours: 125,444 125,252 192 15,646,263
  Participants/

Enrollments:
689,719 689,563 156 5,912,896

Lectures/
Discussion 
Events:

19,448 19,441 7 n.d.

  Teaching hours: 66,038 66,001 37 n.d.
  Participants: 564,077 563,599 478 n.d.
Study Trips/
Excursions:

10,763 10,762 1 8,204

  Days: 27,519 27,518 1 n.d.
  Participants: 302,234 302,177 57 174,319
Exhibitions/
Markets:

3,991 3,990 1 n.d.

  Days: 7,681 7,671 10 n.d.
Total of 
Educational 
Events:

85,723 85,705 18 637,701b

Total of 
Participants/
Enrollments:

1,556,030 1,555,339 691 8,162,146

aLatest data available for 873 of total 894 in 2018
bIncludes contractual measures and individual events not listed above
Note. Source: Data on the LandFrauen organizations (totals re-calculated) from DLV e.V. (2020a, 
pp. 28–32), adult education center statistics (2018) from Lux (2020, p. 1)

for measures of public employment. In addition, the share of women in agriculture 
varies, so the extent associations address agricultural issues in their offers accord-
ingly does as well. Institutional structure differs with regard to cooperation with the 
state farmer’s association, ranging from the clubs’ and associations’ complete inde-
pendence to close cooperation and organizational integration of the associations as 
sub-organizations into the farmer’s associations.7 In Bavaria, LandFrauen member-
ship results exclusively from company-related affiliation to a farm with membership 
in the farmers’ association. In the further state and regional associations, the propor-
tion of women from agriculture was estimated to range between about 10% to 20%.8

7 This is the case in Bavaria, Rhineland-Nassau, and South Baden.
8 These numbers could only be estimated by the interviewees, as data is not available.
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Despite these regional specifics, “goals and interests are similar” (Int. 15), and 
intense exchange and cooperation occurs within the LandFrauen’s broad personal 
and organizational network.

 Community-Building, Togetherness, and Local Social 
Embeddedness as a Ground for Further Activities

Community is what women look for and find with us. And our large network that we have 
throughout Germany is something that really sets us apart. (President, German LandFrauen 
Association)

Interviewees named classic associational activity, the building of social capital 
(Putnam, 2000) and functions as “social glue” (Int. 12) through social activity, 
togetherness, community building, and contributions to local village life as core 
activities on the very local level. According to them, creating opportunities to come 
together and meet within the community on a regular basis and to exchange about 
personal as well as local and societal problems9 are the very element and heart of the 
LandFrauen. Through their programs and activities, the LandFrauen create condi-
tions and a context for women and local people to meet, engage in social, creative, 
or educational activities, and to come together, exchange, and interact socially—for 
example in choirs, reading clubs, sports courses, or seasonal festivities. In this, they 
contribute to local social and cultural infrastructure in the villages and to social 
integration, for example, of elders suffering social isolation or newly moved resi-
dents. Further, the institutionalized and formally organized activities are broadly 
accompanied by informal togetherness and interaction, supporting and “appreciat-
ing” (Int. 08) each other, and the provision of neighborhood assistance (Int. 13) and 
“taking care of each other” in the villages (Int. 09). The individual members’ social 
integration thereby creates a basis for the local club’s activities.

This sense of community and togetherness and belonging among LandFrauen on 
the local level is continued inter-regionally and state- and nationwide, and seems to 
exist across all geographical and associational levels. This is reflected in wide inter-
action and formal as well as informal exchange among clubs and associations (see 
Section 5.4.5). A strong sense of togetherness was also a key observation during the 
national LandFrauen Days in which I participated: I noted a cheerful and open 
atmosphere and willingness to communicate, interact, and exchange between the 
women’s groups who arrived from all over Germany. Many of the women I spoke to 
during the events expressed how much they appreciated the event character and 
visiting the event together with their local group, as well as meeting further 
LandFrauen from across the country. In Erfurt, for example, the day ended with the 

9 They include infrastructural problems regarding childcare, internet connections, and right-wing 
populism in peripheral rural regions.
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thousands of participating women standing and singing together with the band 
on stage.

 Local Engagement, and Functions as Initiators, Catalysts, or 
Multipliers in Rural Areas

Integrated into their social contributions, the LandFrauen address further issues 
related to the quality of life in rural areas through practical local engagement and 
project activities with which they handle deficiencies in public service provision 
and rural infrastructure (Suarsana, 2017). Infrastructure, provision of healthcare, 
internet, and mobility were named as essential issues necessary to “provide perspec-
tives for families in the rural area” (Int. 14). Hereby, I could identify different func-
tions in their regional activity:

Firstly, as local initiators, LandFrauen often spring into action when local infra-
structure is to be shut down. “It starts with a petition and ends with ‘we’ll run your 
house in,’ or we’ll be very pragmatic and tackle the problem on site” (Int. 16). In 
Lower Saxony, LandFrauen initiated a public mobility bus project (Bürgerbusverein 
Badbergen e.V., n.d.). In Saxony and Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, they pro-
vide a local kindergarten (LFV Mecklenburg-Vorpommern e.V., 2020). Federal 
associations, such as in Bavaria, Hesse, and North Rhine-Westphalia, initiated sup-
port hotlines for women or people from agriculture as a solution to provide anony-
mous exchange and support, addressing issues of social isolation in rural areas. In 
Saxony, for example, the ministers of education and the arts as well as regional 
television were invited to take part in a bus ride for a second-grade elementary 
school student from a small rural village in order to highlight the consequence of 
planned school closings that would lead to very long bus rides for primary school 
pupils. Secondly, interviewees stated that LandFrauen, with their broad base of 
female members deeply rooted in the rural society, often function as multipliers in 
rural areas (Int. 04). Several associations engage for democracy—in Saxony, for 
example, they educate local democracy consultants. Through campaigns and infor-
mational activities, the women mobilize others within the villages/regions. Several 
interviewees highlighted a sense for practical solutions and life management skills 
as a capability of the LandFrauen in their local engagement, which they stated 
makes them “very well recognized, by politics, by the mayors and district adminis-
trators” (Int. 09). Interviewees described that local clubs build local partnerships 
and support the establishment of new connections among further actors within the 
villages, and as a connecting local institution bring together various groups. Thirdly, 
LandFrauen can be attributed catalyst or supporting functions in external projects 
or in joint activities—with further partners, such as from local civil society, admin-
istration, or politics—that meet local needs and problems or help shape the local 
public space. In Schleswig-Holstein, for example, LandFrauen support Market 
Meeting Places, initiated by the federal state of Schleswig-Holstein (Markt-Treff 
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Schleswig-Holstein, n.d.). Cooperative projects are partly publicly funded, and 
activities are often integrated into regional development initiatives such as 
LEADER10 (Ebeling, 2017).

 LandFrauen as Institutional Frame and Social Spaces 
for Learning, Education, and Knowledge Diffusion 
in Rural Areas

 Central and de-central coordinated education activities

Activities of knowledge dissemination occur on every associational level. The local 
clubs, district associations, as well as federal associations pursue manifold de- 
central as well as joint or centrally organized educational activities. They offer 
courses, lectures, workshops, and informational events, in order to “bring knowl-
edge and education into the country”—with course education as a “key activity for 
the state association,” as well as through the local associations on site, which “have 
this educational mandate in addition to their social issues and being involved in the 
village structures” (Int. 07). In this, education is brought into peripheral areas where 
further structures and offers in adult education do not exist. While “in cities, women 
visit adult education centers to further educate themselves”, they “stay in the village 
structures” (Int. 07) and thus provide locally specific offers.

In total, in 2019 more than 50,000 courses and seminars were conducted, 19,500 
discussion events, and more than 10,000 educational trips or excursions (Table 5.3), 
with altogether 1.5 million enrolled participants.11 In comparison, the 873 adult 
education centers in Germany offered a total of 637,701 educational events in 2018, 
with 532,611 courses and 8,204 study trips (Lux, 2020, p. 1).

In their local offers and their annual programs, the local clubs can rely on offer-
ings and inspiration from higher associational levels: State associations offer top-
ics and internal and external speakers that the local clubs can draw on—partly 
financially supported through the state association. Many activities, selected edu-
cational fields, activities, and course offerings are highly locally specific and orga-
nized by the local clubs autonomously and independently from higher associational 
levels. On higher association levels, the selection of programs and topics is based 
on decision processes within the boards and committees, including the feedback, 
expressions of interest, and perceived needs and problems from lower associa-
tional levels. Joint projects across the associational levels are partly financed by 
federal and state ministries or/and supported through further partners. In some 
federal states, such as Baden-Württemberg and Bavaria, educational activity is 
carried out through specially set up educational facilities (Bildungswerke), which 

10 “In two-thirds of all 15 regional action groups in [federal state], a LandFrau has a seat” (Int. 06).
11 Participants counted by enrollment, not by participant identity—thus double counting may occur.
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as organizational entities receive governmental funding. In part, educational activ-
ity is integrated into nationwide programs or projects, coordinated by the federal 
association.

Educational activities are often based on the training of multipliers who then 
share their knowledge on the lower associational levels, in the respective regions, or 
within local clubs. Regional or local specialists are trained as multipliers in central 
levels and then “disseminate knowledge” (Int. 16) or offer coaching and support in 
their respective regions, for topics such as digitalization, nutrition, consumer pro-
tection, and agriculture-related issues.

Many educational activities relate to “everyday skills” (Int. 02): “[n]ew knowl-
edge . . . relevant for everyday life” (Int. 07). This includes informing on issues like 
powers of attorney, care, criminal prevention, insurance, law, pension notices, and 
rent, as well as nutrition, cooking, or gardening. Educational and societal topics are 
addressed in a way suited to the target group of women in rural areas. Complementary 
to their local, regional, and national engagement, the federal association as well as 
the state associations of Baden-Württemberg and Bavaria also disseminate knowl-
edge in international development work, for example, providing agricultural train-
ing and support as well as female empowerment in Kenya and Ghana.

 Addressing contemporary societal challenges

Educational offers, informational events, and campaigns, especially of the federal 
and state associations, address broader contemporary societal problems and “pro-
mote such new topics” (Int. 07) as sustainability and avoidance of food and plastic 
waste. “We try to take up socially relevant topics and deal with them in such a way 
that they are transported down to the local clubs and the members” (Int. 07). From 
there, issues are spread further within the rural population and through the mem-
bers’ personal networks.

In cooperation with state medical associations, health insurances, or universities, 
LandFrauen disseminate knowledge on new medical developments and engage to 
prevent myocardial infarction, breast cancer, hearing problems amongst the elderly 
and children, or injuries through falls. Digitalization, the usage of modern digital 
media and communication technology and how to communicate via the new media, 
is broadly addressed in many associations and also within projects of the national 
association. LandFrauen have implemented several projects that provide training 
and seminars, especially for elderly women, in topics such as the use of tablets, 
smartphones, and new media. In Baden-Württemberg, for example, Senior 
Technology Ambassadors are trained (LFV Württemberg-Baden e.V., 2020b). In 
Schleswig-Holstein, the project e-LandFrauen provides computer education. 
Associations have set digitalization as leading themes for several years, through 
initiatives such as Baden-Württemberg’s Digital without limits!? (LFV Württemberg- 
Baden e.V., 2020a) and Württemberg-Hohenzollern’s LandFrauen 4.0, in which the 
associations bring digitalization-related knowledge to its members and inform them 
about the potentials, as well as risks, of digital technology. Reacting to the Corona 
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pandemic, many associations have offered courses for the local boards on how to 
hold online seminars and organize online meetings. Several clubs further engage in 
the external nationwide project digital neighborhoods, which “came from the fed-
eral level” and has been “very well accepted” on the district level (Int. 03).

This image, the LandFrauen always bake cakes and knit and crochet and sew. Yes, because 
we can. But we are also open to topics such as dealing with PCs, dealing with tablets, deal-
ing with telemedicine. We have just started a new qualification of digital mentors. In 
 cooperation with a Department of the Ministry of Energy and Agriculture. . . . And these 
LandFrauen, six to eight, are trained to use smartphones and tablets over several days. And 
they then go back as multipliers to the LandFrauen associations, to their clubs, to make their 
older women fit in this. (Int. 07)

Further, central activity on the federal, state, and also district and local levels 
centers around education in the field of nutrition and the origins of food, and in 
consumer education and engaging in consumer-producer dialogue. Apart from 
external activities, such as in schools or kindergartens, this also includes internal 
activities to build understanding and appreciation among the members (Int. 04).

 Preservation, dissemination, and recombination of “traditional” knowledge

LandFrauen engage in, disseminate, and contribute to the preservation of local, 
historical,12 and traditional knowledge and pass it within their institutional and 
social structure. They engage in activities related to regional customs such as knot-
ting carpets, spinning wool, crocheting, and speaking in dialect, such as Plattdeutsch 
(Low German)—“many things from harvest festivals to traditional costume groups, 
folk dance groups to Easter fountain festivals” (Int. 16). Members disseminate 
related knowledge in the course and event program, partly coordinated on the state 
associational level, but also intensively carried out autonomously by members at the 
local level: “The women want that and organize it for themselves” (Int. 18). This 
partly entails recombinations of traditional knowledge. For example, LandFrauen in 
several, especially eastern, federal states, pursue binding of harvest crowns as a 
local custom. The necessary knowledge is taught in commonality and transferred in 
practice as non-codified knowledge, as well as taught explicit in workshops. 
Thereby, LandFrauen developed new modes of tying as “freestyle harvest crowns” 
(Int. 02), innovatively reinterpreting traditional practice. Further, LandFrauen uti-
lize tradition-related events to address contemporary issues: “They can bring across 
political demands wonderfully at such a harvest festival, and the women have 
understood that you can combine it well to keep the traditional, but to make demands 
at that point” (President, German LandFrauen Association).

12 LandFrauen archive historical knowledge, such as by “writing down life stories” (Int. 05). In 
Schleswig-Holstein, the state association established, in cooperation with a museum, an historical 
archive to document former rural life from a women’s perspective (LFV Schleswig-Holstein e.V., 
2020). Further, they author or publish books on regional traditions and specialities.
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 Learning and exchange among the diverse base of members and reaching 
different societal groups as a source for societal change

Several interviewees perceived bridging functions through including and addressing 
the interests of women of all ages, professions, confessions, and political affilia-
tions, and described processes of exchange and relation-building between the indi-
vidual members. Apart from social integration and creating an understanding of the 
respective life situations, this leads to learning and transfer of knowledge and expe-
riences. During educational trips and excursions across Germany, LandFrauen orga-
nizations create new personal connections among the LandFrauen interregionally, 
as these often include exchange visits of the district association within the tar-
get region.

According to the interview partners, the elder generations above the age of 60 
form the major share of members. Aspirations to institutionally integrate a larger 
number of young women have in recent years proven successful in many associa-
tions. Interviewees reported that younger women explicitly address and highly 
value the elder generation’s practical and traditional knowledge, such as crafting, 
cooking and baking skills, while further highlighting the relevance of the young 
LandFrauen learning about the life problems of elderly women in rural areas. Vice 
versa, younger women bring “new and innovative ideas” (Int. 01) into the clubs, 
provide insights into their generation, and introduce elders, in an informal and open 
manner, to contemporary societal and technical topics—a development that is as 
well supported through institutionalized educational offers, such as “combined 
courses, knitting and computer courses. One teaches using the mouse, and the other 
teaches how to use the knitting needle” (Int. 16).

 Exchange and diffusion of ideas across regions and throughout 
the associational structure

Intensive exchange that allows for the diffusion of ideas between the individual 
members and across regions and associational levels can be highlighted a general 
characteristic of the LandFrauen organizations. Between all organizational levels, 
intensive horizontal and vertical communication occurs, as well as cooperation and 
exchange on the respective ideas, activities, and projects. Several interviewees 
reported having taken over “sparkling ideas” (Int. 02) from other clubs or associa-
tions, and that they actively seek information, knowledge, and ideas from other 
regions, following a “pragmatic approach. We don’t need to reinvent the wheel” 
(Int. 05).

Exchange occurs, firstly, formally organized within the associational structure. 
This includes representation in boards, working together in expert groups, commit-
tees, and planning days, as well as conferences and meetings on specific topics. At 
the delegate assembly on the federal level, delegates report positive and successful 
activities from the respective regions. In addition, at the state level, the local and 
district associations send representatives to committees for exchange. Activities 
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allow for the physical or—especially since the beginning of the Corona pandemic—
increasingly digital co-presence of representatives or members from the different 
regions or districts. Neighbor associations are also often invited to events like the 
LandFrauen Days on the regional or district level. District associations organize 
visiting tours to each other across regions in Germany, and local clubs organize 
meetings or share events or courses together. Secondly, this formal exchange is 
accompanied by informal exchange. Personal contacts overlap formal organiza-
tional structures and support the interassociational exchange across regions. Several 
interviewees reported informal activities of exchange and interaction, based on per-
sonal and social relations that have emerged in the course of organized exchange or 
joint activities.

Organized and informal exchange is supported through several communication 
channels that allow for further sharing of ideas, good practices, innovative projects, 
ideas for events and speakers, new concepts, and developed solutions. Associations, 
clubs, and members receive information on each other’s activities through annual 
programs and reports, newsletters, websites, and further means of digital communi-
cation. During the Corona pandemic, internal communication has become increas-
ingly digitalized, and members have developed and spread among the associations 
new organizational practices and formats to bring women together, such as digital 
wine tastings, in which women from different regions digitally met and got to know 
each other (Int. 01).

Several interviewees described an example for the diffusion of ideas within the 
organizational structure with regards to the Corona pandemic. One association, dur-
ing lockdown, started sending postcards to the members in order to “keep contact 
and say, hold on, we are with you” (Int. 17). Across several interviews, I could 
reconstruct how this idea was started within one association and from there diffused 
among regions and was copied by several further associations, who, through formal 
or informal contact channels, had learned about it and took over the concept, as well 
as partly extended it through further elements.

We had a very spontaneous idea to design this postcard during the Corona period. And we 
had to reorder them three times. And then a friend from Westphalia wrote to me: Man, that 
is a great idea. I said, just imitate it. And then they copied it in their own way. And now 
they’re doing it in Nassau too, and they want to do it in Saxony too. I say it’s wonderful. So 
of course, you can spread that and join in. (Int. 01)

Although this is just a small example, it illustrates the close contact among the 
LandFrauen representatives, as well as the permeability for idea transmission 
among the organizations. Further, apart from the internal network as a source of 
ideas, interviewees named the dense network to other associations and partners as 
inspiration for ideas and sources of knowledge.
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 Advocacy work, Interest Representation, and Setting Public 
and Political Agenda

Interest representation, raising topics to the societal and political agenda, and influ-
encing public debate is pursued in different qualities and quantities. “The core task 
is to demand attractive living conditions in rural areas from politics” (Int. 18). 
Topics range from equal pay and further gender equality issues to services of gen-
eral interest, such as digitalization in rural areas. LandFrauen associations can be 
considered highly relevant in their function to give voice to and represent females in 
the field of agriculture, as women are strongly underrepresented: In the presidential 
boards of the farmer’s associations, women have a total share of 11.9%13 (18 of in 
total 151 seats). In the federal association and in five of the 18 state/regional asso-
ciations, women are not represented on presidential boards at all.

On the local level, interest representation occurs partly and often in a smaller 
dimension, frequently relating to specific local problems and as reactions to infra-
structural deficits or cutbacks regarding topics such as offers of childcare, broad-
band coverage, or provision of health- and midwifery care. The described activities 
are oriented towards current problems within the villages. Members identify and 
name these problems and look for ways to solve them. Interviewees brought up that 
these activities are often not considered political or “classically feminist” (Int. 16) 
activities, and that regular club members rather have an “everyday understanding” 
(Int. 12) of politics. Local communication activity differs highly, as it depends on 
the voluntary engagement and identity of local board members (Int. 11).

Higher associational levels address broader societal issues in their political work. 
Activities include communicating LandFrauen demands to politics and range from 
information campaigns, public relations work and press releases, entering into dia-
logue with political actors or further nonprofit actors in national and federal minis-
tries, to demonstrations and collection of signatures for petitions, taking positions 
and communicating political demands to federal and state ministries before elec-
tions or legal initiatives, and organizing informational events on women and agri-
cultural issues. For this, the federal association, as well as the state associations, 
offer support and training to their members (see Section 5.6). The higher associa-
tional levels, and increasingly the district and local organizations, engage in social 
media activity and allow for low-threshold information on their activities and posi-
tions. The associations are broadly represented and engaged in external committees 
and networks, especially in the fields of education, gender equality, nutrition, and 
agriculture, and are represented in the German Women’s Council.

13 Own survey, as per 27.10.2020. Included were the presidents or presidential board of the member 
associations of the federal farmer’s associations as published on the association’s websites. For 
Bavaria, the presidential conference was included.
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 Mobilization and Empowerment for Politics, Associational Work, 
and Entrepreneurial Activities

The  LandFrauen’s14 political engagement—for example, in their city or district 
councils or as mayors—is supported and promoted throughout the associational 
structure, for example, through informational events and initiating local discussion 
rounds or inviting successful female politicians as role models. The federal associa-
tion and several state associations offer training and qualification in skills such as 
rhetoric and communication for political and associational work. Apart from moti-
vating women to take up institutionalized functions in political processes, clubs 
inform and gather LandFrauen in “classic” associational functions as “a pre- political 
space,”, “mobilize at a very low threshold and motivate women to get involved” 
(Int. 3).

Several associations promote democracy and empower women to engage towards 
preventing racism and right-wing extremism, to address populism and to engage in 
politics, for example, in eastern Germany, and in two state associations of Lower- 
Saxony in a joint project Democracy means you!—Are women fairly represented in 
rural areas? (own transl.).

Further, federal associations and several national associations focus on mobiliz-
ing and supporting women with regard to entrepreneurial activities. Offers include 
vocational training to provide women with knowledge and capabilities to become 
self-employed or to set up their own businesses. State associations, partly, offer 
coaching and education, or provide further support through their network, e.g. train-
ing women as local guides or ambassadors for regional products. In a nationwide 
project Selbst ist die Frau [Women do it themselves, own transl.], the federal asso-
ciation initiates networks to support and encourage female founders. Women with 
start-up experience are trained as start-up coaches and offer workshops on self- 
employment (Int. 04). To improve working condition for women in the country, in 
Lower-Saxony, Hanover, co-working spaces are tested as a means for women to 
better balance work and family life (Niedersächsischer LandFrauenverband 
Hannover, 2020). In addition, qualification and vocational training is offered for 
women in agriculture, and “that they can get their voice heard in local politics, also 
in the public space” (Int. 16). Moreover, during the national LandFrauen Days in 
Erfurt (2016) and Ludwigshafen (2018), political mobilization, as well as the sup-
port of women, and promoting female entrepreneurship, especially in agriculture, 
were central elements.

14 One interviewee stated that she knew villages where the combination of political activity and 
LandFrauen engagement was institutionalized in such a way that the LandFrauen board members 
were in principle engaged into regional politics (Int. 12).
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 Discussion: LandFrauen as a Case Example for the Promotion 
of Social Change Through Civil Society—Practices 
and Prerequisites

 Practices—The LandFrauen’s Role in Social Innovation

The LandFrauen in their manifold activities are a case example of how civil society 
contributes to social innovation and can function as an agent of societal change—
with new ideas and concepts, political involvement, as well as through practical 
engagement as initiators, catalysts, or local multipliers. They relate to criteria and 
expectations towards social innovation as discussed in Section 2:

 (1) Firstly, LandFrauen pursue activities related to “satisfaction of needs” as an ele-
ment of social innovation as stated by Moulaert and MacCallum (2019, p. 4.). 
Interviewees named various innovative projects and solutions for the improve-
ment of rural areas, or to support women and women in agriculture. They bring 
together women of all ages, professions, and generations with specific insights 
into local needs. The large number of women and creative ideas coming together 
was raised as a ground and “important pool” (Int. 03), to quickly find and imple-
ment simple, pragmatic, and often unconventional solutions to challenges and 
infrastructural deficits in rural areas—for example, “converting a residential 
property, . . . or enabling a daycare center to be set up temporarily on one’s 
farm, when the local kindergarten closes” (Int. 03).

Thereby, some interviewees did not consider the development of new soci-
etal solutions and new knowledge and ideas as key activities or general primary 
goal of their organizations. They stressed, though, that—as elaborated above—
the LandFrauen organizations often contribute to societal or local solutions 
through identifying and naming problems and societal needs quite early, and in 
bringing them into political processes and societal debate: “What defines us is 
that we pass on information and network with experts” (Int. 18).

 (2) Secondly, the LandFrauen have bridging functions in their villages and rural 
areas and build new relations among actors in their local and political work, and 
thus contribute to social innovation as “reconfigured social relations” (Moulaert 
& MacCallum, 2019, p. 50). Several interviewees stated that LandFrauen func-
tion as a “motor” (Int. 02) in the country and take initiative for joint local activi-
ties and projects. The interviewees hereby raised the relevance of the LandFrauen 
as politically neutral intermediates, gathering further partners together through 
“an associational structure that networks well with others. They are very cre-
ative in getting women who have often moved here to be involved” (Int. 05). 
The federal-state and national LandFrauen associations are integrated into 
broad networks and cooperation with external partners, as well as they are rep-
resented in external political committees, working groups, and in boards of fur-
ther organizations related to their fields of expertise. Several interviewees 
named good relations to project partners—locally, as well as on the federal state 
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level, such as educational organizations, saving banks, health insurances, as 
well as further associations and clubs or actors from the philanthropic field (see 
Chap. 9 by Glückler and Suarsana), ministries, or politicians:

The State Secretary for Digitalization just said he brings digitalization to [the federal state] 
together with the LandFrauen. Because he also knows what kind of network we have and 
how many we are. (Int. 01)

 (3) Thirdly, in their educational and political activities, as well as in their encour-
agement and mobilization of women to “speak up” (Int. 11) and engage in local 
politics or societal debate, LandFrauen (in the local clubs as well as on higher 
associational and geographical levels) relate to social innovation in the dimen-
sion of “empowerment or political mobilization” (Moulaert & MacCallum, 
2019, p. 4)—be it in single organized events, such as demonstrations for equal 
pay or for mother’s rents, in long-term projects, or in encouraging direct 
involvement of women in political processes. Their raising awareness on topics 
like gender equality and the structural disadvantages women face, racism, or 
ecological issues among elderly and rural women (Int. 02, 04, 11, 18) can be 
especially highlighted, as these women may be expected to only sparsely 
involve into the related societal discourses.

 Prerequisites—What Facilitates LandFrauen Practices Towards 
Social Innovation?

In this second part of the discussion, I address the question how these civil society 
organizations achieve the illustrated—planned, and unplanned—societal benefits as 
valuable outcomes, especially for rural areas. I argue that activities mainly depend 
on two key prerequisites that enable LandFrauen to their activities and creates a 
ground for the promotion of societal change: Firstly, local contextualization—
LandFrauen adapt to local conditions and needs, and activities are shaped and influ-
enced by local and regional conditions and the collective agency of contextualized 
individuals in the understanding of Cajaiba-Santana (2014, see also Subsection 2). 
Secondly, in parallel, the clubs and associations as an institutional frame have 
enabling and structuring functions, with informal, as well as formal cooperation and 
networks across the horizontal and vertical structure. This institutional embedded-
ness has been raised as a success factor for social innovation by Moulaert et  al. 
(2013, p. 18).

 (1) Local contextualization, the diverse and broad membership base, and the orga-
nizational network is a capacity and a ground for local engagement and politi-
cal work.

The LandFrauen members and representatives and their local voluntary engage-
ment are context-specific, deeply rooted in their local village contexts, and inte-
grated into local fields of actors. A large share of activities unfolds at the very local 
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level, with actors adapting the specific needs identified by individual local boards 
and members. Interviewees named the broad network and the high number of rep-
resented women, which the associations reach in their activities, as a strength that 
makes the associations and clubs multipliers and relevant partners for political and 
non-state actors, as well as a basis for the diffusion of innovative practices into rural 
societies. The LandFrauen represent the full diversity of women in rural areas, they 
are politically neutral, and inter-confessional. Due to their broad and diverse base of 
members, they have the capacity to jointly develop quick, creative, and pragmatic 
solutions to local challenges and mobilize local individuals and resources for their 
implementation. Therefore, interviewees stated, external partners perceive and 
appreciate LandFrauen as reliable, pragmatic, and influential. Further, the large base 
of members can function as a source of legitimacy for the associations in their polit-
ical demands and their taking position in public debate.

The interaction within and across the local clubs and groups of LandFrauen can 
be considered as “local buzz”—an “information and communication ecology cre-
ated by face-to-face-contacts, copresence, and colocation” with “intended and 
unanticipated learning processes in organizational and accidental meetings” sup-
porting the “development of shared values, attitudes and interactive schemes typical 
for communities of practice” (Bathelt, Malmberg, & Maskell, 2004 p. 38). As dis-
cussed above, these enable the LandFrauen to engage in interactive learning and 
problem solving (p. 45)—supported through the common goals and interests.

Further, interviewees stated that LandFrauen have a strong and noticed position 
in political processes—a statement that can be backed by the fact that on the 
LandFrauen Days I participated, several high-ranking politicians—from Chancellor 
Angela Merkel to the Federal Minister of Agriculture—personally spoke to the 
women and stressed their role and importance for rural areas and society. Regarding 
local activities, interviewees illustrated close relations and good cooperation with 
various local organizations and partners, for example from politics and administra-
tion or the philanthropic field (see Chap. 9 by Glückler and Suarsana).

Interviewees illustrated the relevance of the LandFrauen network as a source of 
institutionalized support, as well as its quick reaction to societal problems, by the 
example of voluntary production of face masks during the beginning of the Corona 
pandemic in places all over Germany, on large scales of often hundreds or thou-
sands. The clubs’ and members’ local networks organized the distribution in coop-
eration “with other organizations . . . You’ve seen it spread like a spider’s web” 
(Int. 15).

 (2) Institutional embeddedness allows for vertical and horizontal cooperation, 
exchange, and access to resources across the associational levels and “beyond 
geography” (Bathelt, Cohendet, Henn, & Simon, 2017, p. 11).

A broad range of diverse perspectives and individuals are joined through a sense 
of community and common understandings and practices. In this, the Land 
Frauen can be considered as institutions, “ongoing and stable patterns of repeated 
social interaction, based on mutual expectations that owe their existence to purpose-
ful constitution or unintentional emergence” (Glückler & Bathelt, 2017, p. 121). 
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The clubs and associations “stabilize interaction and correlated patterns of behav-
iour” (Setterfield, 1993, as cited in Bathelt, Cohendet, Henn, & Simon, 2017, p. 4), 
and “as collective actors . . . align resources and interests in pursuit of a common 
goal” (Glückler & Bathelt, 2017, p. 122).

Despite differences and high heterogeneity, the LandFrauen clubs and associa-
tions form a stable organizational context that pre-structures the local, regional, and 
national common activities and create frameworks for the practices and joint activi-
ties of their members and representatives, as well as the cooperation with external 
partners. The members and representatives are deeply rooted in their local as well 
as specific associational contexts. In parallel, an often-stated feeling of community, 
belonging, and social proximity creates the basis for further activities and is also felt 
on higher geographical/associational levels. This sense of community and the 
underlying social relations and activities support institutionalized exchange and 
form the basis for societal engagement and for educational and political work.

The local clubs, socially rooted in the villages and rural society, are integrated 
into an inter-regional organizational network where ideas, concepts, and knowl-
edge, as well as resources and institutional support are exchanged and diffuse across 
geographical and associational levels. The underlying and permeable vertical and 
horizontal organizational structure allows for the quick dissemination of ideas, 
practices, and knowledge, and to spread information into the rural area. This is sup-
ported and supplemented by underlying social ties and informal exchange.

Further, the higher aggregated associational levels, their broad network, allows 
for the implementation of larger projects, partly government-funded or co-funded 
by external partners. They create access to external resources and support and pro-
vide opportunities for funding, educational offers, as well as they train multipliers 
that reach out to the specific regions.

Not only the local clubs, but also associations on higher organizational levels 
benefit from institutional embeddedness and horizontal and vertical connectivity: 
Through inner-associational representation, formal and informal exchange, and 
connections among the associational levels, issues and topics are transported from 
the bottom up into the higher associational levels. From there, “good connections 
into state politics as well as federal politics” (Int. 16) are used to set agenda in politi-
cal processes.

In their activities and the local and societal functions, LandFrauen—as well as 
their clubs and associations as collective actors—can be conceptualized as “key 
players of socio-spatial change” in the dimensions identified by Gailing and Ibert 
(2016, p. 391): (1) On the micro-level, as “leaders”, they may create a “mood of 
optimism” among local followers and generate or “initiate demonstration projects” 
(p. 400). This applies to engaged individual and board members in the local clubs 
that—as learnt from the interviews—are highly influential on the local activities and 
offerings. Further, this can be related to the manifold context-specific activities indi-
vidual LandFrauen conduct to improve their local villages. (2) As intermediaries or 
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“boundary spanners” on a meso-level15 (pp. 393–394), they mobilize “external, ter-
ritorial rooted knowledge as well as institutional and cultural resources in favor of a 
space” (p.  400). Throughout the inner-associational structure, knowledge, ideas, 
and institutional support are accessible from the higher associational levels as well 
as from further partners from other regions on the same horizontal level. (3) Further, 
on a macro-level, “governance-pioneers” are stated to “prepare ways or modes of 
governance, collective arenas for action, and in changing policy content” (p. 400). 
This may hold for the LandFrauen associations as collective actors in their interest 
representation, political work, and lobby activity on the federal-state and national 
level. In this combination of activities, they may—intentionally or unintention-
ally—contribute to “transition, creativity, innovation, [and] path creation” (p. 400) 
and to societal change.

 Conclusion

By the example of the LandFrauen clubs and associations, this chapter has illus-
trated how civil society practices can relate to social change in rural areas of 
Germany, and how relational connections to many other partners at local and above 
local level enable civil society organizations to further social change and social 
innovation. The results indicate that agents of social innovation need to adapt to 
local needs, while in parallel, this presents associations with the challenge to align 
their often centralized structures and goals with the diversity of local challenges and 
local partners.

The empirics have shown that, although the 10,000 local clubs and regional and 
federal state associations are highly individual and heterogeneous, they can be 
attributed relevant roles in social change and social innovation and as educational, 
social, and political institutions. This case study revealed manifold practices through 
which the LandFrauen, as an element of German associational life and rural society, 
contribute to social change and social innovation—as initiators, as supporters, as 
catalysts in external or joint activities with partners, or as regional multipliers in the 
diffusion of knowledge, debates, or practices directed towards contemporary soci-
etal challenges. Through interest representation, mobilization, and intensively local, 
as well as nationwide exchange, LandFrauen identify and call attention to problems 
of rural communities, and jointly develop and implement related ideas and solutions.

Apart from their traditional associational and social functions (Putnam, 2000; 
Warren, 2001; Zimmer, 2007), the LandFrauen are unique in their spectrum of 
activities and their engagement for women and the rural spaces in Germany. They 
provide social, cultural, and educational infrastructure. They bring issues into soci-
etal debate and into political process through advocacy and identifying and naming 

15 Richter (2019) has identified similar functions for rurally embedded social enterprises, for which 
he, among further aspects, identifies the re-contextualization of ideas as “embedded intermediar-
ies” and information brokers (pp. 185−186) as key functions.
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challenges and problems of women and in rural areas. In this, they contribute to the 
public sphere (Calhoun, 2011; Habermas, 1962/1989) and set societal and political 
agenda. They promote societal change as they diffuse contemporary societal debates 
and solutions, and related knowledge, into rural areas. Through practical local 
engagement, clubs and associations actively engage to improve rural areas and the 
situation of women, and through respective projects and activities they implement 
creative and innovative solutions for rural areas. On higher associational (as well as 
geographical) levels, representation of interests is a focal activity, whereas the clubs, 
associations, and their local activities serve as a pre-political space of debate and 
discussion. They mobilize and empower women as well as represent their interests 
locally, throughout the federal states, and nationwide. They create awareness in the 
rural periphery of broader societal and political issues concerning women and the 
rural areas, and they support female engagement in politics through support and 
coaching in the field of political and associational work. LandFrauen connect, 
empower, and mobilize women for political and associational engagement, and they 
support female (self-)employment.

As prerequisites enabling LandFrauen to pursue their activities, I identified two 
key characteristics: Firstly, the institutional frame of clubs and associations allows 
for support, cooperation, and exchange across the vertical and horizontal structure, 
and provides access to resources and a broad network to external partners. 
LandFrauen organizations create institutional environments that allow for processes 
and practices of joint learning, interaction, and the diffusion of knowledge and 
ideas, as well as providing institutionalized support and encouraging debate and 
joint activities among the organizations, the local members, and its representatives. 
The associations thereby fulfil transmitting functions between the local members 
and higher associational (and geographical levels), as well as representing the mem-
bers in broader political and societal contexts. The stable organizational structure of 
clubs and associations—as social and political institutions—are based on the broad 
representation of their diverse membership base, especially in rural areas, and on 
the specific horizontal and vertical interwoven organizational structure. They create 
temporary as well as timely stable and ongoing spaces for learning and exchange, 
and enable women to engage in practices of social, educational, and political activ-
ity, as well as in activity to improve the living conditions in their rural (or urban) 
surrounding. Secondly, the activities towards social change, especially on the very 
local level of villages and communities, unfold contextualized on the ground of the 
broad, diverse, and deeply locally rooted membership base in the rural areas. The 
local LandFrauen, the individual members and their clubs, are strongly integrated 
and embedded into local fields of actors and rural society.

In this, the LandFrauen as “key players in socio-spatial change” (Gailing & Ibert, 
2016, p. 391) connect the local rural villages and their female members with women, 
internal and external partners, and societal developments from outside the local 
context. On a meso- and macro-level, they enter into political debate and put 
LandFrauen positions and problems on societal and political agenda. Potential for 
further research on the LandFrauen may lie in the debate on criteria of success for 
the implementation of social innovation practices against the background of their 
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external relations from a field-oriented perspective (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; see 
also Chap. 9 by Glückler and Suarsana).

Brandsen, Evers, Cattacin, and Zimmer (2016a) stress that social innovations are 
precarious in that “they are often timely limited and do to a large part not further 
diffuse out of their local context” (p. 307). This study is limited to the LandFrauen 
practices towards social change, and their prerequisites. A deeper analysis of the 
LandFrauen’s external relations, and how their ideas, solutions, and practices unfold 
further among the actors throughout organizational fields, might shed further light 
on the conditions for the successful implementation of social innovation in (rural) 
society.
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