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Abstract

The article presents the RuralYU university entrepreneurship project, developed by the Youth
University Design (YUDesign) Spontaneous Generation (GE) group of the School of Design
Engineering (ETSID), at the Polytechnic University of Valencia (UPV). RuralYU aspires to reduce
rural depopulation in collaboration with university students, who, by carrying out academic work,
cover specific needs with the aim of strengthening rural development. The idea of an inter-
university collaboration programme with the rural world arose after having won the Vodafone
Foundation’s Project Lab 2021 national contest within the framework of GLOBAL CHANGE with
the proposal “RuralLife4Good. Accommodation grant programme for the empowerment of rural
environments”. The winning proposal, which was implemented as a pilot project in Rafol de Salem
during the 2021-2022 academic year, values the importance of the university at the service of

society, in this case as an axis of urgent and necessary activation to avoid rural abandonment.
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1. Introduction

The academic framework comprises many options on offer to students to motivate them to
learn, arouse concerns and push them to become empathetic and socially responsible future
professionals. A commitment acquired in the mentoring of the GE YUDesign group is the fostering,
among the student body, of a dynamic and collaborative attitude in relation to participation in
workshops, conferences, congresses, contests and challenges, among others. Getting involved in
this dynamic implies the acceptance of a series of responsibilities and commitments that range from
the organisational itself to the definition of a social and sustainable design approach, defining a
methodology that involves knowledge and detailed analysis of the problem to be solved,
consultation with researchers and professionals in the sector, the study of all possible variables for
its resolution and the proposal of sustainable alternatives that, from a real and up-to-date approach,

represent a quality proposal with a differentiating value.

During the 2020-2021 academic year, a team made up of six university students from the First
and Second years, a Masters and a mentor teacher from YUDesign of the ETSID-UPV, took part in
ProjectLab 2021, organised by the Vodafone Foundation, through #GLOBALCHANGE, a
sensibilisation, education and action project, in which the participants were asked to propose

developmental challenges and action proposals as part of an action learning process.

The project presented by YUDesign “RuralLife4Good. Accommodation grant programme for
the empowerment of rural environments” was selected by the jury to receive one of the two top
awards, with a project that aspires to reduce the loss of rural environments and their depopulation,
(Canal Pedro Saez Martinez, 2021). The focus is on collaborative work, carried out by young

people who want to transform the world by social action and that has social innovation at its core.

The experience, that has become a student intrapreneurship project of social innovation within
the framework of Higher Education, reinforces the theory that intrapreneurship is directly related
to innovation (Huang et al., 2021), and gives visibility to a teaching model and dynamic learning,
in which the agents of change or educational improvement are the students themselves, guided by a

mentor, as has been the case.
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2. Objectives

The objectives, therefore, are proposed from two perspectives. The first, within an academic

framework, and the second, the one that refers to this award-winning project implemented as a pilot

project.

2.1. Main objectives

2.2. Specific

Show a bottom-up teaching model.

Give visibility to the benefits of student intrapreneurship within university education.
Present the dynamics of a Social Innovation project that attracts people to the rural
environment with a sustainable proposal, using SDGs (Sustainable Development
Goals) 8, 10, 11 and 17 as a base.

Highlight the potential of the Spontaneous Generation (GE) YUDesign group, from
the Universitat Politecnica de Valéncia (UPV), boosting the value of the mentor-

teacher figure.
objectives

Involve the students in the resolution of current problems in the rural environment
that could be sustainably implemented.

Focus their work from a technical, social, human, and sustainable perspective from
the perspective of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) part of the 2030
Agenda.

Develop and implement a proposal to generate employment and growth (economic,
sustained, and sustainable (SDG 8)), that establishes new residents in rural
environments.

Assess, with all the agents involved, the short-, medium- and long-term impact of the
project, both within the framework of higher education and that of the rural
environment.

Integrate YUDesign into the contact network of the different rural agents that are
working against rural depopulation to publicise and scale the project to other rural

environments with similar problems (SDG 17).
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3. Development and method

The YUDesign group (Figure 1), part of Spontaneous Generation, has as its starting point
as project-based learning with a spirit of actual implementation. In this case, the "RuralLife4Good"
proposal (Figure 2) was worked on and developed over the six weeks of the Project Lab contest,
focusing on solving complex challenges that favour social change and that are linked to the United
Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), (Canal Fundacion Vodafone Espafia, Project
Lab: El videoclip, 2021). Once the decision was made to try to solve the challenge of depopulation,
the project methodology taught by the Youth4Good community had to be followed: a mentored
online itinerary in which a deliverable was uploaded to the competition platform every week, using
Design and Visual Thinking dynamics, so that the mentors and the rest of the participants could

offer feedback on progress. This generated a process of growth and constant improvement.

Moreover, the possibility of communication and interaction with other teams, through group
forums (slack channel, youth4good community platform, discord), allowed them to learn new
collaborative tools. All the groups were able to access the forums and see the work of the rest of the

teams.

Deliverables were evaluated based on a rubric and points were awarded for each section. The
teams that reached the final were those that had scored the most points during the six weeks of

deliverables.

The work dynamic proposed by the competiton organisers offered a tightly scheduled weekly
planning that, among other things, required each member of the team to rotate their assigned
responsibilities, so everybody was able to play and learn all the necessary roles to carry out a
project. This type of exercise within the team led to the foundation of firm relationships between
the members (dialogue, honesty, and empathy) maintaining, to date, this same work dynamic
whose principles rely on horizontality among all members: an equitable distribution of functions,
the same weight in decision-making, common objectives, and knowledge of how each task works.
Under this premise, more than a year of exhaustive work was carried out, with more than
satisfactory results and good forecasts for the future. On March 24, 2021, the Final Awards Gala
was held, and we won one of the first two prizes awarded to universities (Canal Fundacion
Vodafone Espafia, Gran Final Project Lab, 2021, 1:05:56s).
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Figure 1. Left. G. E. YUDesign group, from the ETSID-UPV. Figure 2. Up Right. RuralLife4Good.
National winning project of Project Lab 2021, from F. Vodafone, GLOBAL CHANGE. Figure 3. Down
Right. Meeting between the members of YUDesign, the AVANT Chair, the Mayor of Rafol de Salem and

the owner of the crisp company Anel. October 16, 2021

As part of the prize, we received 3 months of mentoring sessions from different members of
the Vodafone Foundation organisation with a profile, in this case, of business coaching focused on
entrepreneurship. As the possibilities of implementation were real we were able to see the progress
we were making and the problems which arose during this time. The mentors presented different
points of view and indications to follow, to help us implement the pilot project. There were winners
from other areas of the competition taking part in these sessions which resulted in collective

learning, multidisciplinarity and knowledge exchange.
3.1 RuralYU. Implementation of the pilot project

To implement the project in a real community and to find a way to make the pilot viable, we

atarted a 9-month process, without any mentoring from the Foundation, which allowed us to
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examine the issues which surround rural life in depth. We looked for contacts related to the
environment, interviewed mayors and rural entrepreneurs, and started to collaborate with social
agents working to stop depopulation, such as the Valencia Agenda against depopulation (Cétedra
AVANT in Valencian), the Valencian Institute of Agri-environmental Training and Research (IVIFA
in Spanish) and Local Development Agents, among others, (Figure 3).

As a result of all these interviews, we reached a turning point where the initial idea of creating
an application that worked as a gateway between young people and the rural world became a real
possibility of an immersion project in a population at risk of depopulation. This would allow us,
later, to define and better define this "gateway of union" from a real and pragmatic experience, also
counting on the experience and collaboration of rural agents. In this way, RuralY U was born, a new

line of interest within YUDesign, based on the empowerment of rural environments.

This is how the project evolved to become the creation of a rural development scholarship
programme where, with the collaboration of the IVIFA Foundation and as a pilot project, two
scholarships were offered to students with the aim of making a local contribution to previously
defined needs, broadly focused on the generation of work (SDG 8, target 8.9) to strengthen regional

development (SDG 11, target 11(a)) and increase population.

This action is considered a starting point with the idea of continuing it in the university
environment, in line with SDG 17, specifically target 17.17. Using the university's resources, the
idea is to communicate with students and rural populations at risk of depopulation, export the
experience to other schools and areas of knowledge, and use the results and conclusions from the

first edition as a guarantee of project viability.

The pilot project was carried out in Rafol de Salem, a small town located in the south of the
province of Valencia, in the Vall d'Albaida. This municipality has less than 500 inhabitants, a high
dependency ratio, a low migration rate and characteristics that increase the risk of depopulation. It
has areas for sports activities, a very friendly atmosphere, and a new residential area, built with the
aim of not succumbing to extreme depopulation. The two scholarships, of four months duration,
began in April 2022 and were given to students from the Industrial Design and Product
Development Engineering degree, (GIDIDP in Spanish), from the School of Design Engineering
(ETSID in Spanish) at the UPV.
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The scholarship programme was open to the fourth year of the GIDIDP of the ETSID-UPV.
The information was also available on the GE and YUDesign social networks. Portfolios and
Curriculum Vitae were required so that the RuralYU team could decide, based on a rubric, who the
ideal people for the pilot project would be. The scholarships were also publicised on the social
networks of GE and YUDesign.

The first of the scholarships aimed to boost the visual image of the local crisp company, Anel,
which is strongly committed to using local ingredients and employees from the area (SDG 8, target
8.3). During the four months that the internship lasted, the student was to:

e Redesign the corporate identity of the company Papas Anel.

e Propose a new packaging line for crisps and for the rest of the appetisers that the
company sells.

e Assess the possibility of a new line in more sustainable packaging (materials other

than disposable plastic, new forms of distribution, etc).
Guillem Garcia Martin was the student selected for this scholarship.

The second scholarship was to create a brand for the area together with the Rafol de Salem
council, to promote local tourism and the heritage, traditions and customs of the Vall d”Albaida
region (SDG 8, target 8.9). During the four months that the internship lasted, the student was tasked
with:

e Devising a representative brand or image of the area.
e Redesigning the corporate identity of the Rafol de Salem Town Hall.
e Proposing an advertising campaign promoting the area: cycling routes, popular

festivals and other events, bars and restaurants, museums.
Maria Cos Aznar was the student selected for this scholarship.

From March to August 2022, Guillem and Maria moved to Rafol de Salem and worked and
socialised in the village, meaning they could see the problem with their own eyes. They had the
opportunity to become aware, first-hand, of rural depopulation, and how the inhabitants work

without the services they were accustomed to. This contextualisation was of great value for the
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generation of new ideas from a young and forward-thinking perspective, whilst using the
technologies of the time and place.

4. Results

Guillem Garcia’s experience in the Anel crisps and snacks company was challenging from the
start, Figure 4, as the company was immersed in a change in the format, but not the image, of the
crisp packaging at that time. However, thanks to Guillem’s incorporation, a complete change of the
packaging that included format and graphic design was proposed. This entire process was carried
out within a very tight time frame, due to circumstances imposed by the potato packaging process,
so the student quickly experienced the real work times that are imposed by a business reality.
Figure 5 shows all the proposals made based on the requirements of the company, placed as a panel
on the wall of his office and shared with the company staff. This way of visualising the proposals
was very useful for the owner, since it allowed him to slowly observe all the proposals, discarding
those which were less in tune with the philosophy of the company.

Figure 4. Left. IvAn Martinez, owner of the Anel Crisps and Snacks company with Guillermo Garcia, a
scholarship student in the pilot project. Figure 5. Right. Proposal panel for the new potato chip wrapper
in the company's office
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The proposals were presented in a mock-up format so they could be all be seen, which greatly
facilitated the perception of the final result and the decision-making process for the company
personnel (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Images of proposed mock-ups for the new packaging

After getting to know the company, analyse its needs, product and market, proposals,
prototyping and testing, Figure 7 shows the new packaging in comparison to the previous

packaging (Figure 8) that it replaced.

Figure 7. Left. Front and back of the selected packaging prototype. Figure 8. Up and down right,
wrappers replaced by those of figure 7
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The second project was carried out by Maria Cos (Figure 9), who worked in the Rafol de
Salem Town Council to improve the town's brand and promote local tourism. She started by getting
to know the history of the town, its traditions, customs, festivities, gastronomy, places of worship
and everything that could be of interest to be able to transmit the feeling of the town and everything
it has to offer to tourists. With this approach, she worked side by side with the mayor, Carolina
Mengual, the town hall staff and with the valuable and useful information from the residents of the
town to define a brand that the town could identify with at the same time as a way of drawing in

tourists.

Their general proposals started from a representative view of the town that was visible from
the Chapel (Figure 10).

ﬂ%-_ﬂj\k

RAFOL DE SALEM

PR

RAFOL DE SALEM
I I RAFOL DE SALEM

Figure 9. Left. Carolina Mengual, Mayor of Rafol de Salem with Maria Cos, the second scholarship
student for the town brand redesign project. Figure 10. Right. Initial proposals for a representative
brand of Rafol de Salem.

0

These views were then narrowed down to what could be seen from the Chapel Arch itself
(Figure 11), generating a series of images (Figure 12) before selecting Figure 13 as the definitive

image, to show what is intended to be recognised as "The balcony of Benicadell".
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RAFOL DE SALEM

El balcén de Benicadell

Figure 11. Left. View from the Chapel Arch in Rafol de Salem. Figure 12. Centre. Image proposals
starting from the view from the Chapel Arch. Figure 13. Right. Proposal selected as the town brand

Likewise, other secondary logos were worked on to reinforce each of the activities that

tourists can do when visiting the town. One of the proposals can be seen in Figure 14.

YN CULTURA GASTRONOMIA ALMAZARA é SENDERISMO
W/ DEL RAFOL  \s2/ DEL RAFOL DEL RAFOL DEL RAFOL
Figure 14. Proposal for secondary logos of activities in Rafol de Salem.

Finally, work was also done on stationery and merchandising proposals, with the aim of

unifying the brand visible to tourists and in communications from the town hall (Figure 15).

Figure 15. Mock-ups of stationery material and towels belonging to part of the projected
merchandising.

RuralYU, a project which aims to promote rural life, has managed and reviewed the proper

functioning of the project with an eye on rolling out this idea in other towns in the future. The
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project is also being publicised on social networks and at talks to give depopulation the voice it
needs.

The team has disseminated the evolution of the project on social networks such as the
YUDesign Instagram account, https://instagram.com/yudesignupv, and the new Instagram profile
created for the project, generated as a result of the new line of work,
https://www.instagram.com/ruralyu_upv, recounting the story from its beginnings to the present
and going through all the intermediate steps in which they have been involved. In addition, the
progress of the project has been detailed month by month, on the RuralYU post that the members
of the team have organised. The team has uploaded an explanatory video for each month that shows
the phases of the projects and is accompanied by other short videos containing a compilation of

images or videos made when they visited the project, (Figure 16).

\V4
|

Propuestas y experiencias

Para los ncleas més pequeios, disponer de servicios educativos
supone un factar estratégico clave que proporciona estabilidad
demogréfica, mantiene la actividad cultusl y social y mejora fa

calidad de vida de los territorios.

La Direccidn General de la Agencia Valenciana Antidespoblament y
Ia Catedra AVANT orgaizan est Jomada con ef abetvo de

Figure 16. Left. Work day at Rafol in Salem between members of YUDesign, the Town Council and the

company Anel. Figure 17. Centre. Poster of the Conference “Education and Depopulation. Proposals and

experiences” to which YUDesign was invited to present RuralYU. Figure 18. Right. Representatives of
the team in the conference “Education and Depopulation. Proposals and experiences”.

Thanks to all this diffusion, the RuralYU team was invited to the Conference "Education and
Depopulation. Proposals and experiences", (Figures 17 y 18), held in Beniarrés on April 28 and
organized by the General Directorate of the Valencian Anti-Depopulation Agency and the Cétedra

AVANT. During the day, the project and the expectations for the future were explained, generating
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a positive impact among the attendees and inspiring other towns at risk of depopulation to join the
initiative. It has also been observed that the number of students who are interested in rural
development and social innovation is increasing within YUDesign, extrapolating this interest to
other schools such as the E.T.S of Agronomic and Rural Engineering, and weaving an increasingly
large web of students and teachers eager to get involved in these types of real actions to offer
tangible development alternatives, thus aligning with SDG 17.

5. Conclusions

The project was extremely well received by the town and not only by the people we were
directly involved with, such as the company and the town hall, but also by the townspeople who
felt they participated in the dynamic; they felt motivated, involved and enthusiastic and did
everything they could to help when they saw that these young people were committed to looking
for a way to maintain rural life and using their professional expertise for the benefit of the
population. This experience can be replicated either through private enterprise or by the Town

Councils as substantial improvements have been made in the image of both entities.

For this experience carried out in situ to be extrapolated to other projects there must be a
professional and economic synergy between all the collaborating parties. This will enable the
analysis of the needs to be resolved, the means available and the specification of the work
requirements. These projects have an associated economic commitment, which in this case, must be
assumed by the local councils so that the project would only be viable with this commitment.
Likewise, it is essential to work with the actors who work directly against depopulation, such as the
Anti-Population Agencies and the Local Development Agents (ADL), who are the ones who know

the location and can assess the viability of new projects, as our case.

The limitations encountered in the development of the work, and which can be considered for
future experiences, have been those typical of a rural environment at risk of depopulation: total
dependence on vehicles associated with a scarce public transport service; slower internet than we
are used to, although functional for the daily development of the work; scarcity of food shops,
having to travel to nearby towns to do the shopping; absence of young people, and although we

tried to reduce the impact by sending two students together, they noticed a lot the coexistence with
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an ageing population; reduced possibility of printing professional work, and when it was possible it
was too expensive, which meant that on two occasions we had to use the school's infrastructure and
take it or send it; leisure activities limited to nature, which although of great interest, at times made
them lengthy for leisure spaces related to the cultural and recreational framework and the absence
of bank AT Ms, a fact that they made up for with good financial foresight.

This bottom up experience of social and educational innovation empowers students, placing
them, during their time at university, in a position of value before a transforming society (LIlopis-
Albert et al., 2022). From a teaching perspective, this real learning- action approach outside the
classroom, carried out with most second-year students, generates many possibilities for training and
academic collaboration. And this is the truly innovative thing, since students and mentor teachers
are acting as directors of a real project, directing other students to carry out the project, involving
partners and the prospect of university engagement (Pérez-Sanchez et al., 2020). This role they
have taken on has dramatically increased their motivation to learn, improved their academic results
and generated a sociable feeling among peers, in addition to the evidence that a spirit of
intrapreneurship benefits not only the student environment itself but the group of members that

make up the institution (Deprez et al., 2018), in this case the UPV.

As the project has developed, students have discovered the importance of general, specific and
transversal skills, which are the ones which have been especially enhanced and which will be so
necessary in their future professions. Among them we highlight analytical, critical, creative,
practical and deliberative thinking; entrepreneurship; the ability to innovate; continuous learning;
problem solving; decision-making; time management; the planning and management of a project;

teamwork; self-motivation and creativity, (Llopis-Albert et al., 2021).

Finally, three key aspects in the development of the project are worth highlighting. First,
leadership. All members have assumed roles with responsibilities, acting as natural leaders at
decisive moments. Secondly, the figure of the mentor, as an academic guide, mediator between the
different participating agents and generator of a healthy, entrepreneurial, and productive
environment (Latvia et al., 2012). And thirdly, and lastly, the spirit of work and sacrifice, which has
been subsequently rewarded by assuming responsibility in the planning, development, monitoring

and achievement of the project, by becoming tutors of their own colleagues.
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