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Improve skills training
opportunities targeting women-
led rural and farm innovation

Future policy supports should tailor skills training opportunities and
availability better to the needs of women-led rural and farm innovation.

Executive Summary

The FLIARA project looked at women-led innovation as a journey that does not occur at one point
and is a process over time. Innovating and developing an enterprise can take a series of steps.
The FLIARA case study evidence from Ireland tells us that different stages and steps can call for
different skills and competencies. This calls for education and skills training to be designed with
this core idea in mind. This can then better support women interested and already involved in rural
and farm innovation and entrepreneurship to develop sustainable businesses.

The Challenge

Addressing skills gaps appears to be one important part of the key to unlocking increased levels of
women starting rural and farm innovations.

& To empower women as innovators and leaders in rural and farm-based innovative
enterprises, training programmes must reflect their realities. They must be flexible,
inclusive, practically applicable, and future-focused.

& Possessing essential skills and expertise can support taking first steps where women
decide and prepare to develop an innovation.
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Policy Solutions

Direct targeting of enterprise and innovation training towards rural and farm women.

This could enable those with the potential to become rural and farm innovators gain that
missing piece of the puzzle to get them started on their innovation journey.

Better embedding training that builds innovation skills and competencies in national rural
development and Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) measures is one way forward.

This could involve mandating the integration of women-targeted training within national
CAP Strategic Plans and rural development funding streams, ensuring they are not seen
as optional but essential.

Ensure flexible delivery of training, such as through online, hybrid, and community-based
options. This is essential to help overcome transport, caregiving and time barriers.

Strengthen training infrastructure and improve access to upskilling options.

Strengthen local training infrastructure and support partnerships between women’s
organisations, farming bodies, and education providers to create accessible, community-
based training hubs in rural areas.

Develop micro-credential and recognition of prior learning (RPL) systems that validate on-
farm, intergenerational, or self-taught knowledge often held by rural women, allowing them
to access further education or funding opportunities.

Create and expand training initiatives that focus on key gaps and novel areas such as: e
digital literacy, e-commerce, financial skills, precision agriculture technologies, data
management, and social media marketing, all tailored to the needs of rural and farm
women.

Increase the availability of mentoring and peer-to-peer learning opportunities.

The need to build confidence and leadership skills as well as more widely assist women
overcome ‘the imposter syndrome’ is crucial.

A peer-based mentoring approach appears a promising way forward. This is also critical
from a digital perspective to build confidence in using new tools and technologies.

Increase the availability of more flexible funding so that women can access support towards the
cost of training specific to their needs and business innovation.

Innovation skills vouchers for women could help to support the costs of training. This could
be flexible to allow covering costs of short courses to longer more in-depth training.

This should also include covering the costs of remote and online learning to ensure a wide
range of options are opened. Rural areas have fewer higher education institutions present
which means women innovating in rural and farming contexts can have limited local options
at this level.

Supporting Evidence & Best Practices

The women involved in the FLIARA case study research are those that have successfully navigated
a path towards rural and farm innovation. Having the necessary skills and access to training to up-
skill emerged as an important success factor, particularly in the innovation’s early-stage
development. The availability of courses through different agencies and organisations is noted as
an important support.

The role of mentoring and peer -to-peer learning through networking also emerged as a part of the
success factors that enabled women leading rural and farm innovation to continue to develop their
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competencies. Mentoring was not often identified as part of the early steps on the innovation
journey. However, innovators felt they could have benefited from this to develop their innovation.

The need to build confidence and leadership skills also emerged with many women involved in
innovation, feeling what is known as ‘the imposter syndrome’. As women became more
experienced in innovation this appeared to reduce, showing the importance of addressing this to
assist emerging and early-stage women-led rural and farm innovation reach its potential.

Women-led innovation is found in diverse areas from food business to tourism and social
enterprise. This calls for a very different skills base depending on the innovation area. The need
for specialist skills and updating of skills particularly emerged as women moved into a more
established phase of theirinnovation development. Women at a more advanced stage of innovation
and business development pointed to improving business finance skills as gaps, such as building
skills related to tax issues, marketing and wider financial business acumen.

FLIARA'’s report ‘D4.3: Benchmarking Initial Report’ identified a number of promising measures
supporting women leading rural and farm innovation to build their skills and competencies:

A potential promising practice from Ireland’s case studies was ‘ACORNS - Accelerating
the Creation of Rural Nascent Start-ups’. This peer-led support network programme e
connects early-stage rural female entrepreneurs with ‘lead entrepreneurs’ to learn

together and grow a business to accelerate their establishment and development. The
capacity of this programme could be increased in Ireland so that it can reach more
women.

Ireland’s case studies also identified the promising example of ‘Skillnets’, which is a
programme that supports upskilling in partnership with industry in specific economic
sectors. There are dedicated Rural Enterprise, Rural Food and Organics Skillnets
currently providing training. More targeting of existing Skillnets to the needs of women-
leading rural and farm innovation or a new dedicated Skillnet to address their specific
needs could be future ways forward.

Specific, targeted women-led rural entrepreneurship training programmes were
identified in some countries. In Spain, entrepreneurship and innovation is focused on in
the Rural Women Advancement Programme that supports women through training and
mentoring. Implemented in several Member States, the European Institute of Innovation
and Technology’s EU co-funded programme Empowering Women in Agrifood supports
early-stage women-led business develop their entrepreneurial path.

Conclusion & Call to Action

Improving access to adult and further education opportunities related to entrepreneurship and
innovation for women in rural and farming contexts appears part of the key to unlocking increased
opportunities. This includes women interested in starting-up an innovation as well as enabling
women already on their innovation journey to further develop a sustainable business. There is also
a need to understand this issue better and the gender balance of current uptake of adult and further
education opportunities related to entrepreneurship and innovation.
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https://acorns.ie/
https://acorns.ie/
https://ruralenterpriseskillnet.ie/
https://ruralfoodskillnet.com/
https://nots.ie/
https://www.eitfood.eu/projects/ewa-empowering-women-in-agrifood

Call to action

& More direct targeting of innovation and business training supports for women in rural areas
and farming.

Increase the capacity of existing programmes so they reach greater numbers of women in
rural and farming contexts.

Ensure there is access to sufficient opportunities to enable women that have established
their rural or farm innovation address arising skill needs and gaps.

Understand the gender balance of access to entrepreneurship and innovation related
training and adapt programmes to enable more balanced access as necessary.

Prioritise gender-responsive skills training within CAP and rural development and
innovation strategies.

Invest in accessible, flexible training models that meet the realities of rural women’s lives.

Recognise informal expertise and provide accreditation pathways.

Invest in rural connectivity and digital infrastructure as a foundation for inclusive access to
up-skilling opportunities and growth.
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About FLIARA

The project is on a mission to create a more sustainable future by highlighting the role of women
in agriculture and rural areas. FLIARA will boost understanding of the needs and challenges facing
women leading innovative environmental and rural development practices in EU farming and rural
areas.

Contact

Email: info@fliara.eu
2025.
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