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Italy 

Rural w omen innovation s in Biodistretto delle Lame , 

South- East  Italy: Lessons from the GRASS CEILING  Project  

Introduction 

The Italian Living Lab was set up in the Puglia region, a hilly, rocky landscape characterised by 

medium-sized agro-towns, some of which fall within a national park and UNESCO Global Geopark: 

the area of the Bio-Distretto delle Lame. Inspired by organic values and principles, the bio-district 

itself represents a living laboratory of stakeholders from different sectors of the local economy and 

community. They share a vision of sustainable, integrated, and inclusive development, committed 

to protecting and enhancing local agriculture as well as urban and rural landscapes, while 

reconnecting them with the life projects of local youth. This abstract summarises the characteristics 

of the LL participants and their innovation journeys, together with key findings and learnings from 

the case study. 

Case study results and learnings  

Composition and organisation of the Living Lab  

Aged between 27 and 60, the eight women innovators participating in the LL all belong to the middle 

class, with a wide range of professional backgrounds and experiences, and a heterogenous level of 

digital skills. Most combine their professional activities with significant family care responsibilities. 

Besides the three participants directly engaged in agriculture, the group included two social workers 

and three cultural entrepreneurs, whose work is also linked in various ways to agricultural and rural 

environments. 

All LL sessions were held in person at different locations, either at the women’s workplaces or 

homes, or at relevant institutional venues. The meetings, organised with a flexible and adaptive 

approach by the two co-leading teams, guided participants through their individual and collective 

innovation journeys, providing tools for structuring and reflecting on their ideas and creating 

opportunities for exchange with a range of actors. Individual mentoring sessions were also 

conducted between LL sessions to clarify doubts, consolidate achievements, and support further 

progress. A WhatsApp group facilitated ongoing communication and the sharing of thoughts and 

experiences throughout the process. 

Innovation process and observed changes  

The women’s learning paths and consequently their progress through the innovation process, was 

not uniform: some returned to earlier stages, or spent extra time consolidating particular steps, 

while others advanced more rapidly. Overall, participation in the LL made women more aware of 

the potential of their innovative ideas and of their role as individual innovators.  
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The group as a whole emerged as a visible and valuable pool of competences, qualifications, skills 

and personalities, prompting the management board of the Bio-Distretto delle Lame to involve them 

in the implementation of a newly funded project on the reconnection of rural and urban spaces and 

communities. 

Stakeholder interaction  

During specific sessions of the LL process, participants had the opportunity to engage with 

stakeholders, interact with experts, and establish useful connections with relevant institutions. 

These encounters enabled them to learn about available funding and training opportunities and to 

meet high-level representatives working on gender issues. 

The women mostly appreciated those interactions where they could gain practical insights into 

specific tools or programmes and receive individual feedback from the invited stakeholders on their 

projects and innovation pathways. 

Interestingly, the stakeholders also appreciated the opportunity to engage directly with rural 

women innovators and to gain a deeper understanding of their challenges, ambitions, and specific 

support needs. 

Perceptions and collective learning  

Peer-to-peer exchanges were fundamental. They enabled the women to be exposed to diverse 

contexts, life stories, and new perspectives. The welcoming atmosphere and climate of trust 

established within the group and with the co-leading teams, helped women to refine their individual 

business ideas and plans. As the LL programme progressed, a virtuous group dynamic took shape, 

leading to genuine friendships as well as professional collaboration. The experience generated 

cultural and personal enrichment, helping some participants to feel less alone, and all to grow 

together emotionally and professionally. 

Conclusion  

The rural context is often underserviced and characterised by deeply rooted traditional (patriarchal) 

norms and values and can represent a challenging environment for ‘ordinary’ women wishing to 

pursue their innovation dreams. Limited access to information and funding, as well as pressures and 

workload associated with family care, can easily undermine women’s determination to follow 

innovative pathways to make their living. 

In the Italian experience, the LL offered participants a ‘suspended time’ and ‘comfort zone’, away 

from daily routines, pressures and constraints, to discover, become aware of their innovation 

potential, gradually unfold their innovation identity and develop useful skills. It was a place where 

they could ‘feel good’ while reflecting on and planning their professional and personal development. 

The LL has proven to be an effective tool and an inspiring experience for the co-leads and 

stakeholders involved. It encouraged them to critically analyse and carefully address the potential 

and multi-dimensional support needs of rural women innovators. 
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Location:  

Italy 

Contacts:  

Patrizia Pugliese, CIHEAM Bari (pugliese@iamb.it) 

Vittoria De Luca, Legacoop Puglia (vittoriadeluca@legapuglia.it) 

More info: 

https://www.grassceiling.eu/living-labs/italy/ 

Featured posts: 
https://www.legacooppuglia.it/ai-nastri-di-partenza-grass-ceiling-il-progetto-per-

lempowerment-delle-donne-nelle-aree-rurali/ 

https://www.facebook.com/CIHEAMBari/posts/pfbid0p7HwQJrSZp3KC5eZSFFSACzo7TsoSy6Km

wF2TpF8y7WwHvcYHkEXw2kbPQ2qp5cjl 

https://www.iamb.it/news-events/1st-showcase-of-the-grass-ceiling-project/ 

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7158916337619152897/ 

https://www.legacoop.coop/progetto-grass-ceiling-il-iv-living-lab-italiano-entra-nella-fase-di-

design-thinking/ 

https://www.legacooppuglia.it/silenzio-per-favore-in-questo-spazio-stiamo-selezionando-idee-

con-il-progetto-grass-ceiling/ 

https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=943686274450965&id=100064288045518&

mibextid=WC7FNe&rdid=GFMGIK9oeamtwxp0# 

https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=1011868727632719&id=100064288045518&

mibextid=wwXIfr&rdid=uYkDB0oVzgYFqs4f# 

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7338944813519540224/ 

https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=1189541913198732&id=100064288045518&

mibextid=wwXIfr&rdid=qumAoTf8D1ecXLCt# 

https://www.facebook.com/legacooppuglia/posts/pfbid0xjJ9NcorjbBjyxS1KyHscM1Ty63Q3EVZ

yCmf29HEMtu6j9MwhKhu2Bk46dRvsXe7l 

https://www.facebook.com/legacooppuglia/posts/pfbid0Ld5niG1cKa8qZD4NXtZuuJ19bbH6PBR

jXX6jEH7UTsW8JNXJoyL6LzcuoVgiCty3l 
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