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Alters & functions: exploring the ego-networks of tourism micro-firms
Jonathan Moshe Yachin a,b
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ABSTRACT
For tourism micro-firms, networks embody a potential to pursue opportunities and compensate for
lack of resources and missing skills. This study explores the ego-networks of tourism micro-firms. A
focused approach that uses multiple name generators is applied to elicit significant alters and
understand their functional characteristics. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with owner-managers of tourism micro-firms in rural Sweden. A block-model presents an abstract
image of a tourism micro-firm’s ego-network. It accounts for alters’ attributes, location and number
of functions they fulfil. The networks incorporate social, business-related and interest-based ties.
The analysis brings forth the meaning that entrepreneurs assign to their relationships. Owner-
managers of tourism micro-firms incline to utilise existing ties in their immediate environment for
multiple purposes. Cognitive proximity and personal comparability are crucial factors in
determining with whom entrepreneurs associate. The micro-perspective provided by this study
contributes to the growing body of tourism literature on networks, entrepreneurship and micro-
firms. Particularly, the block-model and identified network functions constitute a framework within
which researchers can study the ego-networks of micro-firms. For entrepreneurs, this framework is
a valuable reference point against which they can develop their ego-networks and understand
how they can utilise the knowledge and resource embedded in them.
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Introduction

For social researchers, networks are theoretically exciting.
These abstract entities embody opportunities to explore
complex socio-economic phenomena. In the context of
entrepreneurship, networks are conceptualised as means
to access knowledge, resources and markets, thus increas-
ing a firm’s capacity to innovate and create value (Ahuja,
2000; Inkpen & Tsang, 2005; Jack et al., 2008; Zaheer & Bell,
2005). The network approach maintains that support from
the entrepreneur’s network is vital for firm survival and
growth (Brüderl & Preisendörfer, 1998). Particularly for
micro-firms, networks constitute a potential to pursue
opportunities and compensate for lack of resources,
missing skills and relevant education (Chell & Baines,
2000; Reinl & Kelliher, 2010). Accordingly, there has been
a substantial growth in network research in the manage-
ment literature (Jaspersen & Stein, 2019).

Likewise, in tourism studies, there is a notable appreci-
ation for networks. The notion that tourism is a network
industry (Scott et al., 2008) encourages researchers to inves-
tigate a broad range of tourism-related issues from a
network perspective (Raisi et al., 2020). The common

presumption is that a social network analysis advances
our ability to identify the underlying structures of the
tourism system (Casanueva et al., 2016). As a matter of
course, tourism network research has been predominantly
quantitative (Albrecht, 2013). Such an approach typically
applies a macro-perspective in order to study and
present network structures objectively (Baggio, 2017). In
other words, tourism network research is often concerned
with the prevalence of ties and not with their meaning.
However, to understand the mechanisms of the tourism
system and explain how its different elements interact, a
qualitative investigation that gives meaning to the
numbers, dots and lines is imperative (Casanueva et al.,
2016; Jørgensen, 2016).

This study addresses a perceived gap in knowledge
about what happens in tourism-related networks at the
node (actor) level. The focused micro-perspective of
this study allows an in-depth investigation of how
actors experience and utilise their network ties. It aims
to reveal why and how relationships are formed and
endure. Thus, the focused micro-perspective enhances
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our ability to interpret the structure and topology of net-
works. Particularly, this study is concerned with how
owner-managers of tourism micro-firms interact with
other actors. Such knowledge is crucial to our under-
standing of tourism network dynamics and tourism
entrepreneurship. Micro-firms constitute an extensive
and vital part of the global tourism system (Thomas
et al., 2011), who are often ‘blamed’ for hindering knowl-
edge transfer and reluctance to network (Czernek, 2017;
Sørensen, 2007). Rural tourism, especially, is manifested
by small enterprises, who deliver tourism experiences
that are rooted in local nature and culture (Cunha
et al., 2018; Yachin & Ioannides, 2020). Concurrently,
rural areas impose challenges for entrepreneurs given
their remoteness from markets, labour and other
businesses (Bosworth & Farrell, 2011).

This study explores the ego-networks of tourism micro-
firms. Ego-centred network analysis is concerned with a
focal actor (ego), the actors to whom the ego is connected
to (alters) and the relationships between them (Perry et al.,
2018). Here, It has been investigated that how the owner-
managers of tourism micro-firms utilise their ego-networks
to overcome limitations and access resources. This study is
guided by the questions who are the significant alters in the
ego-network of a tourism micro-firm? What functions do
these alters fulfil? And what factors enhance the relationships
between the ego and the alters? To address these questions,
the entrepreneurs’ ego-networks have been explored from
an interpretivist stance that seeks to bring forth the sub-
jective meaning participants’ assign to relationships
(Erikson, 2013). The analysis is based on data collected
through semi-structured interviews with owner-managers
of tourism micro-firms in rural Sweden. The knowledge
about significant alters and their functional characteristics
using a focused approach that involves multiple name
generators is elicited (Perry et al., 2018).

This article proceeds as follows. The literature review
part opens with a discussion of tourism micro-firms.
Next, a review of tourism-related network literature
helps to position this study within this broad field and pro-
vides insights into the potential benefits networks hold for
tourism micro-firms. Following that, methodological
approach and detail about how the data is collected, pro-
cessed and analysed have been explained. The findings
section presents an abstract image of a tourism micro-
firm ego-network with focus on the significant alters,
their functions and relationship dynamics. In the discus-
sion, elaboration is made on what can we learn about
tourism micro-firms and how the findings relate to the
study of tourism networks. The perceived practical and
theoretical contributions of this study and some final
thoughts that will hopefully inspire further research
have been presented in the conclusion.

Tourism micro-firms

A micro-firm is defined as an enterprise with fewer than
ten employees and whose annual turnover or balance
sheet total does not exceed two million euro (European
Commission, 2014). Typically, micro-firms are owned and
managed by individuals who are highly involved in all
aspects of the business and whose own capital is at
risk (Kelliher et al., 2018). Owner-managers of tourism
micro-firms are often described as lifestyle entrepre-
neurs, suggesting that their motivation to operate a
tourism business derives from personal reasons rather
than growth (Carlsen et al., 2008). Common critiques of
lifestyle entrepreneurs point at their irrational business
management and underutilisation of resources (Hall &
Rusher, 2004; Peters et al., 2009). Tourism micro-firms
typically operate within small economic margins,
demonstrate low levels of entrepreneurial orientation
and are generally constrained by lack of business-
related skills and access to capital (Kallmuenzer &
Peters, 2018; Müller, 2013; Peters et al., 2009).

However, tourism micro-firms are not scaled-down
versions of bigger businesses but rather embody an
alternative manifestation of entrepreneurship (Ateljevic
& Doorne, 2000; Thomas et al., 2011). Their small size
allows micro-firms to deliver authentic experiences that
match customers’ expectations (Jóhannesson & Lund,
2018; Morrison & Teixeira, 2004). Likewise, the owner-
managers’ interests and values make it easy for them
to engage with like-minded niche markets (Ateljevic &
Doorne, 2000). Tourism micro-firms typically design
and deliver experiences that are based on local nature
and culture and which involve other local actors (Komp-
pula, 2014; Yachin & Ioannides, 2020). Through their
operations, tourism micro-firms help to protect, maintain
and communicate the essence of the place (Middleton,
2001). Thus, tourism micro-firms have a meaningful con-
tribution to the economic, social and environmental
wellbeing of their localities (Hallak et al., 2013; Morrison,
2006). Their role is particularly significant in rural areas,
where tourism is often seen as a development strategy,
and micro-firms hold the potential to generate activity
(Bosworth & Farrell, 2011; Cunha et al., 2018; Morrison
et al., 2010).

Micro-firms account for the overwhelming majority of
tourism businesses worldwide; these small economic
entities constitute an integral part of the global tourism
system (Kearney et al., 2014; Morrison et al., 2010;
Shaw, 2014). Some of the most distinctive features of
tourism, as an economic sector and a social phenom-
enon, demonstrate apparent network-like attributes.
For example, tourism destinations are composed of
diverse competing and completing business and
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organisations, whose potential success depends on
inter-firm collaborations and their collective competi-
tiveness (Aarstad et al., 2015; Pike & Page, 2014). Like-
wise, the transfer of vital knowledge occurs through
formal and informal relationships that link tourism
actors (Christopoulos & Aubke, 2015; Shaw & Williams,
2009; Sørensen, 2007). Moreover, tourism activities are
often based on common tangible and intangible
resources, like tradition and nature, which concern mul-
tiple stakeholders (Scott et al., 2008; Yachin & Ioannides,
2020). The following section, provides a review of
tourism-related network literature, particularly, in the
context of tourism micro-firms.

Tourism networks

There is a substantial literature that applies network
ideas to tourism-related issues. Recent systematic
reviews of this body of literature are available in the
works of van der Zee and Vanneste (2015) and Heidari
et al. (2018). These authors have identified four streams
of tourism network literature: policy networks; co-
opting networks; business networks and; network
configuration. Notably, policy and co-opting research
are concerned with how networks benefit destinations,
while business networks and network configuration
studies are interested in how networks increase firm per-
formance. The two are, of course, interrelated. Neverthe-
less, for the purpose of this study, networks are perceived
as sets of relationships that embody potential benefits
for actors (firms). The unit of analysis is another point
of differentiation. Network configuration studies are con-
cerned with the networks’ topology (i.e. degree distri-
bution) and how it affects its capacity to achieve the
desired outcomes (Baggio, 2017; van der Zee & Vanneste,
2015). Noteworthy examples (among many) of such
studies include the comprehensive account of the struc-
tural properties of Western-Australia tourism networks
(Raisi et al., 2020); a study of informal agritourism net-
works in Greece (Karampela et al., 2019) and; of critical
stakeholders in urban destination development (Timur
& Getz, 2008).

Networks in a tourism micro-firm context

This study is set within the broad stream of business
network research. Previous works have identified various
network benefits for small tourism firms. These include
the coordination of supplementing activities (Pavlovich,
2003; Romeiro & Costa, 2010); marketing opportunities
(Braun, 2015; Kc et al., 2019a); access to resources and
knowledge (Czernek-Marszałek, 2020a); financial support
and cost reduction (Czernek-Marszałek, 2020a; Rebelo,

2012); practical help (Rebelo, 2012); facilitate learning
and skill development (Reinl & Kelliher, 2010) and;
emotional support (Kc et al., 2019a; Rebelo, 2012). Kc
et al. (2019b) found that it is trust, reciprocity and a
sense of togetherness that enabled tourism entrepreneurs
to benefit from their networks. They note that the quality
of network ties is more important than their extent.

Tourism entrepreneurs rely heavily on contacts in
their vicinity (Kelliher et al., 2018); personal relationships
and informal networks of strong ties provide tourism
entrepreneurs with a sense of security (Teixeira et al.,
2019). Repeating positive interactions build trust for
other network actors (Kelliher et al., 2018). Over time,
as they progress through the firm’s life cycle, the social
networks of small tourism firms expand and incorporate
actors from other industries and destinations into them.
Such weak ties with distant actors provide access to new
markets and resources that are unavailable through the
firm’s close network (Strobl & Kronenberg, 2016; Teixeira
et al., 2019). Along with the potential benefits, network
participation comes with a cost. Time and budget con-
straints and an unfavourable position compared to
larger businesses might discourage micro-firms from
engaging in formal networks (van der Zee & Vanneste,
2015). Moreover, networks are not static nor a resource,
but a dynamic set of relationships an actor possesses
and needs to maintain (Ness et al., 2018).

Studying tourism networks

A network perspective guides the inquiry into the social
relations in, and organisation of, tourism (Dredge, 2006).
The scope of usage supports the applicability of network
ideas to tourism research. It also indicates that there are
conflicting understandings of what constitutes a network
(Albrecht, 2013). Morrison et al. (2004) state that net-
works are a set of formal cooperative relationships with
a common purpose. Others opt for a less-committed
definition of networks as a set of actors that are linked
by some set of relationships (Gulati, 1998; Hoang &
Antoncic, 2003).

The opposing approaches bear significant methodo-
logical implications. On the one hand, formal networks
consist of a finite number of actors. Thus, researchers
can analyse complete networks. Such analysis,
however, cannot account for the decisive role of informal
relationships and their effect on the behaviour of small
tourism firms. Researchers who study open networks,
on the other hand, can address the dynamic and
complex nature of social structures. However, studying
open networks commands researchers to set artificial
network boundaries (Christopoulos & Aubke, 2015).
Hence, both approaches only capture partial and
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simplified versions of reality. Further methodological
challenges for network research are how to account for
the weight and multiplexity of relationships. Network
analysis uses weight to assign value to relationships.
However, conventional techniques might miss on the
nuanced interpretations of these values (Baggio, 2019).
Moreover, the notion of multiplexity constitutes that
ties between actors encompass multiple kinds of
relationships, through which different resources flow
(Bliemel et al., 2014).

Dredge (2006) likened networks to a metaphor that pro-
vides researchers with the freedom to assign it with
meaning in context. Here, the network metaphor is used
in an unconstrained manner to address all relationships
tourism entrepreneurs hold and the potential opportunities
and resources that are embedded in these. In the following
section, methodological approach to the study of tourism-
micro firms’ ego-networks is detailed.

Methodology

Research approach

Social network is an elusive construct that tries to capture
the complex and dynamic structure of agents and the
relationships between them (Jack, 2010). Consequently,
there is an intrinsic tension in social network research
between formalism and relationalism. While the former
seeks an objective view of networks’ structure, the
latter is concerned with the meaning and experience of
relationships (Erikson, 2013). Relationalism is often man-
ifested in an interpretivist stance that examines the
network from an insider’s perspective in a two-stage
interpretation process (Erikson, 2013; Jaspersen & Stein,
2019). In line with this approach, here the ego-networks
of tourism entrepreneurs are explored by examining the
subjective meaning they assign to their relationships
with other actors. In the context of tourism micro-firms,
the meaning of relationships is synonymous with the
function and content of ties. Moreover, an ego-centred
analysis is especially appropriate for studying entrepre-
neurs, as it allows the researcher to address the subjects’
diverse networks that expand beyond geographical and
social boundaries (Greve & Salaff, 2003). Accordingly, in
this study a focused approach (Perry et al., 2018) and
the use of multiple name generators were opted to
elicit the significant alters of tourism micro-firms and
understand their functional characteristics.

Data collection and analysis

Jack (2005), argues that an in-depth understanding of
network ties and how they are used could only be

achieved through qualitative work. This analysis of the
ego-networks of tourism entrepreneurs is based on
data collected in November-December 2019 through
semi-structured interviews with twelve owners-man-
agers of tourism firms in Dalarna, Sweden. The first
contact with half of the studied firms took place in the
2019 regional tourism industry convention. The snowball
sampling is used to recruit additional suitable partici-
pants until saturation was reached, and it was assessed
that further interviews would add little value to the
analysis. The purposely selected firms meet the European
Commission’s (2014) definition of a micro-firm (fewer
than ten employees and turnover under two million
euro). Also, their main product is perceived as typical
to Swedish rural tourism.

The study area, Dalarna, is a county in the middle of
Sweden, which lies northwest of the capital Stockholm
and borders Norway to the west. Dalarna, which is a
part of the Swedish countryside, is a relatively sparsely
populated county that has 290,000 inhabitants in an
area of 28,189 km2 (Statistics Sweden, 2019). It is an
established tourism destination popular with both dom-
estic and international tourists (mostly north-Europeans).
Dalarna’s attractions are the local culture, nature and
heritage (Scott & Pashkevich, 2019), and it is marketed
as ‘more Swedish than ABBA and IKEA combined’ (Visit
Sweden, 2019). Typical tourism activities in Dalarna
include summer and winter outdoor experiences (e.g.
hiking, canoeing, fishing, ice-skating and wildlife-watch-
ing). These take advantage of the Swedish right of
public access, which allows entrepreneurs to carryout
tours on land owned by others (Sandell & Fredman,
2010).

The interview schedule (available as an appendix)
follows the comprehensive guidelines found in ‘Ego-
centric Network Analysis: Foundations, Methods, and
Models’ (Perry et al., 2018). Interviews began with
general open-ended questions about the firm and
specific projects the entrepreneur might be currently
engaged with. A recall method has been used to elicit
data. That means that participants (ego) name the impor-
tant actors in their networks (alters); first without
prompting and then using multiple name generators.
The following name generators were used: Exchange-
based, to elicit ties which fulfil specific functions (e.g.
inspiration, knowledge transfer or access to resources);
Content-based, for alters with particular attributes (e.g.
location or branch) and; Resource-based, which identifies
alters who poses different social resources (e.g. website-
maintenance or legal help). The list of functions, content
and resources was constructed from the literature pre-
sented in the theoretical framework section and
author’s knowledge of tourism micro-firms. Finally, the
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participants were asked about their network horizon (i.e.
their alters’ ego-networks), and about what resources
they lack in their ego-networks.

During the interviews, participants and this author
collaborated in order to draw network maps. Network
maps assist with the articulation and verification of
relationships and ease the development of the interview
(Jaspersen & Stein, 2019). The ego (firm) was positioned
in the centre of a page surrounded by empty boxes.
During the interviews, the participants noted whether
mentioned alters should be added to the map (thus, rep-
resent a significant alter).

Nine out of twelve interviews were conducted face-to-
face in the participant’s location of choice. Face-to-face
interviews, which allows back-and-forth communication
that aids participants to deal with complex tasks, is the
gold standard for collecting data for ego-network
research (Perry et al., 2018). The three otherwise unavail-
able participants were interviewed via telephone. The
interviews lasted, on average, 75 min. The interviews
were held in Swedish, according to the participants’ pre-
ference and audio recorded with their consent. All inter-
views were transcribed and translated into English by the
bilingual author. Studied firms were assigned with an ID,
and all individuals received fictitious names. Table 1
details the firms and interview information.

Relationships are the unit of analysis. ATLAS.ti software
is used to code paragraphs of text related to alters, func-
tions and other statements concerning relationships and
networks. The identified alters were groped according to
their attributes (e.g. type of entity, geographical location,
kinship or sector). These categories include actors that
belong to more than one group; for example, one might
be a friend, a local and a resource owner. To address
this, attempt has been made to define actors according
to the attribute that was most relevant for the function
they fulfil. Similarly, all identified functions were
grouped according to the type of support they provide.
Then, through further analysis, alters were associated
with the different functions they fulfil. Using the

VennMaker package software, an abstract visualisation
of the studied ego-networks is created, which is presented
in the findings sections as a block model (Figure 1).
Additionally, all other relevant passages of text are ana-
lysed to provide context and room for emerging themes.

Findings

Alters and functions

The purpose of this subsection is to answer the research
questions who are the significant alters in the ego-network
of a tourism micro-firm? And what functions do these
alters fulfil? The presented findings result from aggregation
and abstraction. Alters were grouped according to their
attributes, which is perceived as most relevant for the func-
tions they fulfil. The identified alters are: (1) Local tourism
firms – local actors whose main customer group are tour-
ists; (2) DMO – the destination management organisation,
Visit Dalarna in this specific study; (3) Tour operators –

including travel agencies; (4) Interest-based community –

this rather broad group is a collection of private people,
businesses and associations who are connected on
account of their enthusiasm for a common specialised
subject; (5) Friends – this group relates to actors with
whom the ego’s relationship doesn’t derive from their
functionality or attributes; (6) Inner circle – the ego’s
closest friends and family members; (7) Local actors –

this group includes people, businesses and associations
(non-tourism-related) in the ego’s vicinity; (8) Accountant
– external actors who preform accounting functions for
the ego, their prevalence in the data justifies their inclusion
separate from other alter groups; (9) Resource owners –

private, public or commercial owners of land or any
other fundamental resource for the firm’s activity; (10)
Public bodies – local municipality and other administrative
organisations; (11) Consultants – professionals who provide
expert advice, especially concerning business start-up.

The alters fulfil a comprehensive set of functions.
Between them, the alters provide emotional and

Table 1. Studied firms.
ID Core products Established in Full time-Workers Years in locality Interview Means Duration (minutes)

F1 B&B in a farm 2015 2 5** Face-to-face 90
F2 Dalecarlian cottages hotel & Spa 2006 3 15 Face-to-face 75
F3 Cabin-rental in a national park 2017 2 2 Face-to-face 90
F4 Guided fishing tours 2018 1 Since childhood Telephone 40
F5 Local museum & guided tours 2013 2 Since childhood Face-to-face 90
F6 Camping site 2019* 2 Since childhood Face-to-face 70
F7 Dog sledding tours 2017 2 Since childhood Face-to-face 75
F8 Guided nature-tours 2014 1 2012** Face-to-face 90
F9 Fly-fishing in a private lake 2003 1 Since childhood Face-to-face 90
F10 Countryside retreat 2017 2 3 Telephone 80
F11 Extreme hiking 2015 1 10 Telephone 50
F12 Rafting 2016 2 30 Face-to-face 60

Notes:*current owner, **non-Swedish
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practical support alongside epistemic value and supply
chain related activities. Nine identified distinctive func-
tions are perceived as essential for the firms’ survival
and capacity to pursue opportunities. Table 2 below
details the functions, what they involve and the alters

that are associated with each function (see alter
numbers above). I use quotes from the data for illustration.

The block-model (Figure 1) visualises the findings. The
ego, a tourism micro-firm, is in the middle of the
network. Tourism-related actors are coloured in blue

Figure 1. Tourism micro-firm ego-network block-model.

Table 2. Functions of the alters in a tourism micro-firm ego network.

Function Involves Example quote
Associated
alters

Knowledge
transfer

The alter is a source of knowledge (including local; tourism-
related; expertise; business know-how; information). Also
relates to the exchange of experiences and providing
inspiration.

We have friends that run a hotel close by, we talk all the time.
It is about little things. Like bed linen, I ask them all that
sort of practical questions, where to buy and how to treat.
We are good in strategic thinking and all but miss on that
sort of knowledge (F10).

1,2,4,5,7,10,11

Sounding board Testing ideas and receiving advice, feedback and
consultancy.

For example, about this new idea, we first spoke with Teresa
from Visit Dalarna; just to get a feeling if we are in the right
direction, to know if it is something to invest in (F1).

1,2,4,5,6,7,8,11

Collaborations Working together to enhance value or share costs; the alter
provides supplementary services, resources and abilities.

I have close collaborations with the local hotels. They are also
small. We use each other, we think together what I can do
that will be interesting for their customers (F11).

1,7

Marketing Facilitating the distribution and promotion of the firm’s
services.

Visit Dalarna is probably the most important contact. Most of
my customers book through them. It is my main
distribution channel (F2).

1,2,3,4

Emotional
support

Encouragement and empowerment Without our friends and family, it probably would have
stayed just a hobby, they helped us to make the decision
and go for it (F7).

1,2,6,7

Access to
resources

Use of land and property; funding The municipality is very important for us. They own much of
the land where operate, so we must have a good
relationship with them (F5).

9,10

Services and
supplies

The ego regularly buys from the alter goods (e.g. food and
equipment) or professional help (e.g. accounting, web-
maintenance and reparations).

Graphic design can be a bit of a challenge so for that I use a
contact, a friend that has an advertising business. I pay
him, not fully, but that is something that I think if you don’t
know is important to get help with (F9).

4,5,7,8

Practical help Cost-free labour; borrow tools and machinery My family is very involved; they are dragged into it. Like now
when I was away for a few weeks one of my daughters was
responsible for answering emails (F12).

4,5,6,7

Brokerage Linking the ego to actors and networks, e.g. to tour
operators, potential collaborators, service-providers or
staff.

The forestry company owns the land, we got in touch with
them through my neighbour (we grew up together) that
works there. It was very important to have this channel to
get to the right people in the company (F4).

1,2,4,5,7,11
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(dark), the rest in orange (light). The network expands
over three geographical spheres, local, regional and
national/international. Alters are placed in a manner
that reflects their physical distance from the ego. Alters
marked as brokers (ringed) are those who act as a
bridge to external actors and networks. Ties (edges)
between the ego and the alters are the final feature in
the network map. The documented relationships
consist of one or more functions that the alter fulfils.
Ties were divided into three groups where edge thick-
ness corresponds to the number of functions associated
with the relationship; comprehensive – the relationship
involves over five functions, multiple –three to five func-
tions (middle) and limited – a relationship of one or two
functions. Edge thickness does not represent tie
strength.

Exploring the ego-networks

Essentially, the ego-network presented by the block
model (Figure 1) has three features: the number of
functions embedded in the tie; alter attributes (geo-
graphical location and association with tourism) and;
position as a bridge to external networks (broker). In
this subsection, these features were addressed using
quotes from and interpretations of the transcribed
interviews. Here the subjective meaning participants’
assign to relationships has been brought forth and
question what factors enhance the relationships
between the ego and the alters? is addressed.

With a third of the alters in the network, the ego
engages in a limited relationship. Still, alters that are
associated with only one or two of the identified func-
tions are also perceived as essential. In a sweeping
manner, the entrepreneurs’ most immediate association
with an important contact was someone that facilitates
sales, often a tour operator. Similarly, interviewees
acknowledge their dependency on resource owners
and relate to the service they receive from their accoun-
tants and other consultants as essential, especially in the
start-up phase. This observation suggests that these
relationships are purposeful, serving a distinct function
that is fundamental for the firm. Purposeful relationships
could be understood as ties that are formed with alters
who possess the necessary resources to answer a need.
In contrast, relationships with other alters in the
network precede the need for the functions they even-
tually fulfil. These informal relationships, with friends,
family and to some extent, local actors, exist in the entre-
preneur’s milieu. Such relationships typically fulfil mul-
tiple functions. Friends, for example, are a source for
different knowledge types, provide services, advice, prac-
tical help and act as brokers.

I have many friends and that’s where I look for solutions
and free consultancy. It is not like a large company that
just purchase services. I ask around, I ask friends, I ask
customers. I think it is about not having any prestige (F9).

In the beginning, two friends were massively important.
They both own companies in the Netherlands, so they
helped me to think about it from a business perspective,
pointed out the important things to consider (F8).

These quotes illustrate a behaviour in which entrepre-
neurs identify the resources they lack and seek these in
their existing social network. However, with regard to
the entrepreneur’s inner circle, the dynamics appear to
be different. Rather than these being about finding work-
able solutions, these relationships provide emotional
support and practical help. Without these, the firm
might not survive.

When it’s tough, we turn to each other but also to our
family. My parents are great. They live next door and
are here a lot just to see that we have what we need
to start the tours. Also, often our tours are on weekends,
then they take care of our son while we are out. Same
with other stuff, both of our fathers were part of it and
helped us building the camp. We simply wouldn’t be
able to do it without them (F7).

Relationships with most of the alters in the studied ego-
networks are multiplex; the entrepreneurs tend to use
the same contacts for different purposes. Participants
noted that they prefer to turn to someone who ‘knows
them’(F1) or that they ‘have met before’(F6), meaning
that it is easier to utilise existing ties than establishing
new ones. Participants especially stressed that it is
about the personal aspect of their relationships:

It is easy for me to discuss with my accountant, she is
honest. I like real people, I am real myself and others
feel that, you know, it is a personal connection (F8).

Visit Dalarna is extremely important for us, but maybe it
is more about the individuals there. We can’t say that it
would have been as influential if it was someone else
in Teresa’s role. Others without her drive and vision
might not have pushed us the way she did (F1).

It is important that whoever sells my tours also understand
what I offer. That’s why I prefer to work with the local
hotels that know me. I mean, I can, of course, put tours
on some website but what guests will I get then? (F11).

Thus, it is not only about alters who the entrepreneurs
know, rather about alters who understand them:

When you have your own business, it is a part of you, you
live it. And because you have more in common with
owners of other small business, you get closer. We under-
stand each other and it is easy to find support in these
relationships. So, eventually, that is who I spend the
most time with (F2).
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Two of my friends own small businesses; they are my
sounding boards. We talk about practical things. For
example, now I want to buy a car for the firm. Jimmy’s
company has five cars, so I ask him about different pos-
sibilities and how they will influence tax issues. It is
people that are very much like me, it makes it easy to
talk. We share interests and face similar problems. It is
stupid if we make the same mistakes (F3).

Geographical proximity is another decisive factor
shaping the ego-networks of micro-firms. As seen in the
block model (Figure 1), most alters are placed in the
ego’s local sphere. Tourism is a place-based activity, in
which experiences are co-produced and consumed. Col-
laborations between local firms who offer supplemental
services to specific market segments are quintessential
in tourism. Furthermore, additional local actors, such as
village associations, landowners and local people and
businesses fulfil all functions except marketing. The inter-
viewed entrepreneurs’ ability to access resources, support
and knowledge in their immediate spatial environment
derives from their local embeddedness:

I am very engaged with everything that happens in our
village. I know what goes around and what I can get
through different people. It gives a lot. For example,
from Joe, the owner of the supermarket, I learn about
what it means to own a business. It is impossible not
to know people in a small village like this. I grew up
here, people here know who I am, who my father is
and even who his father was. It feels like they care for
this venture (F6).

We are quite ingrained in the local community. We do a
lot of non-profit work and sit on the local boards. It is all
very local, so when we speak to people, we make them
know what we are interested in… People know what
we are about and feel comfortable with us (F10).

Reliance on local actors provides comfort (F2), but it
also entails limitations:

It is a shame, but I can’t really discuss our ideas with the
people around, they think it all risky and say things like
‘what if people will not be interested or what if it won’t
work’. These are not the things you want to hear as an
entrepreneur (F10).

Digitalisation is something I need to learn. Such knowl-
edge surely exists in my extended network but not
among my immediate contacts locally. We know what
we know, but there is so much more going on in that
world (F5).

There is a certain local community of tourism businesses.
But most of them are a bit old-fashioned. Just do the
same, copy each other. So, it is good they are there,
but they are not very inspiring (F1).

Here, the DMO and interest-based communities become
decisive. These two tourism-related alters fulfil multiple

functions and are set in the outer geographical spheres
of the networks. Visit Dalarna, the regional DMO, was fre-
quently mentioned during the interviews as a vital
contact. Participants credited Visit Dalarna as a source
of tourism-related knowledge and support and as a
broker to external networks and actors.

I would say that, now, the most important contact for the
company is Visit Dalarna. They do much for me. For
example, when I have an idea for a new product, I tell
my contact there, and she would know if someone else
is doing something similar. Also, I try to get into the
German market. It is difficult, but Visit Dalarna helps a
lot. They arrange seminars about German tourists and
links us with tour operators (F8).

For most of the studied firms, the DMO is a significant
alter. Its reach, however, seems to come short for firms
whose core value propositions are based on specialised
activities. Examples from the data include rafting, dog-
sledging, fly-fishing and extreme hiking. These entrepre-
neurs turned a niche hobby into a vocation, and they are
deeply embedded in their respective interest-based
communities; where ‘all the companies and people that
are somehow into it, know each other (F12)’, which
‘makes it easy to find information and knowledge (F9)’.
Community actors typically interact online but also
face-to-face in organised events, workshops and
courses. Relationships with interest-based communities
were found to be comprehensive, such as ones that
fulfil most of the firm’s needs and where they turn to
in search of information and knowledge:

There is a forum for everyone in Sweden that has an
interest in fishing tourism. It is a good place to make con-
tacts and get new ideas. I attended some workshops in
Stockholm on how to work with tourists and be a
fishing guide. We get a lot of knowledge there, also
other things like information about what funding possi-
bilities exist for small businesses (F4).

These findings provide interesting insights into how
tourism entrepreneurs experience relationships with
alters in their ego-networks. The discussion section, will
elaborate on how these observations contribute to our
understanding of tourism micro-firms and the rural
tourism system.

Discussion

This study is concerned with how the owner-managers
of tourism micro-firms utilise their ego-networks to
overcome limitations and access resources. These
owner-managers are typically constrained by lack of
capital and business-related skills (Peters et al., 2009).
Often, daily tasks consume much of their time.
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Tourism micro-firms are, therefore, limited in their
capacity to find in-house solutions for basic company
needs. The findings show that fundamental functions,
such as recruitment, graphic design, web-maintenance,
business advisory or simply working hands, are fulfilled
with the help of existing alters in the entrepreneur’s
ego-network. These solutions are typically imperfect
but are available in the entrepreneur’s immediate
environment. In other words, owner-managers of
tourism micro-firms are ‘making do’ with whatever is
in hand. Such behaviour, conceptualised as entrepre-
neurial bricolage (Baker & Nelson, 2005), was recently
applied to describe how rural tourism micro-firms
engage with their spatial environment to design value
propositions (Yachin & Ioannides, 2020). Spatial brico-
lage is strongly associated with embeddedness, as
access to local resources is conditioned by the entrepre-
neur’s non-opportunistic behaviour and extensive com-
munity involvement. The findings of this study
correspond to these ideas. For many of the studied
firms, it is all about the specific place. They are invested
in, and dependent on, their relationships with local
people, businesses and associations. As other recent
studies have concluded, without the help of alters in
the owner-managers’ inner circle and other informal
local relationships, many tourism micro-firms could
hardly operate feasibly (Cederholm & Åkerström, 2016;
Kc et al., 2019a; Rebelo, 2012).

The perceived downside of over-embeddedness and,
likewise, of entrepreneurial bricolage, is the risk of stag-
nation and committing to a path that limits the firm’s
innovation capacity (Czernek-Marszałek, 2020b; Fisher,
2012). The remedy, in the network analysis jargon, is uti-
lising ties that bridge over structural holes (Burt, 2002). In
the findings, this function was explained as brokerage,
linking the ego to external actors and networks. As
rural tourism firms often lack direct connections to
broader levels of the tourism system (Saxena & Ilbery,
2008), access to sector-related knowledge and distant
markets is primarily mediated by the DMO. This notion
supports the view of DMOs as crucial actors that
import and distribute knowledge in a destination
(Cooper, 2015; Timur & Getz, 2008). Braun (2015) adds
that the role of DMOs includes building a synergetic
environment and addressing the concerns of small-
scale firms. Indeed, the DMO in this study was credited
for initiating collaborations and for providing local
firms with emotional support, encouragement, feedback
and advice. Thus, the important role of the DMO involves
both bonding (reinforcing regional characteristics) and
bridging functions. Vis-à-vis the DMO’s significance for
all tourism-related issues and knowledge (e.g. supply
chain dynamics), the findings also stress the value of

the interest-based communities for specialised knowl-
edge and inspiration.

A principal objective of this study was to reveal why
and how tourism micro-firms’ relationships are formed
and endure. Geographic proximity and operating in the
same sector enhance firm connectivity (Ter Wal &
Boschma, 2009). These features were used to illustrate
the relational distance between the ego and alters in
the network. Looking at how ties were formed, the
ego-networks consisted of two types of ties: those
created throughout the entrepreneur’s life and; ties
that came in direct relation to the activity of the firm.
Spatial bricolage explains the utilisation of the former;
moreover, the relationships with these alters are
usually multiplex, and their strength is evident by the
number of functions they fulfil. The question remains
whether the latter are fungible or fundamental. In
other words, could the ties with accountants, consult-
ants, tour operators and other firms along and across
the supply chain be replaced with comparable actors?
Previous studies found that homophily and cognitive
proximity (shared values, goals, culture and interests)
facilitate inter-firm interactions (Inkpen & Tsang, 2005;
Strobl, 2014). The interviewed entrepreneurs assigned
much weight to the personal dimension of relationships.
Compatibility, rather than potential profit, is the decisive
factor in maintaining long-term relationships. This obser-
vation corroborates the characterisation of owner-man-
agers of tourism micro-firms as lifestyle entrepreneurs
whose values and personal circumstances dictate their
decision-making (Ateljevic & Doorne, 2000; Bosworth &
Farrell, 2011; Yachin, 2019).

For lifestyle entrepreneurs, reaching potential custo-
mers, especially distant ones, could be a difficult task
that is beyond their capacity, capabilities and maybe
even interest. Frequently, participants first associated a
significant alter with one that facilitates sales. Similarly,
in Kc et al. (2019a) tourism micro-entrepreneurs reported
marketing to be the most essential support they received
from their network ties. This finding is not unexpected. At
the same time, it could suggest that owner-managers of
tourismmicro-firms do not grasp the full potential of net-
works. Knowledge transfer, particularly, is a major
concern of tourism network studies (e.g. Braun, 2015;
Czernek, 2017; Raisi et al., 2020; Sanz-ibanez et al.,
2019). The ability of firms to establish ties and utilise
the knowledge that is embedded in them is perceived
as critical for competitiveness and innovativeness (Hall
& Williams, 2008). In this study, knowledge transfer was
identified as an essential function. Entrepreneurs’ ego-
networks provided beneficial knowledge on different
expertise, business administration, practical know-how
and information on opportunities. Notably, tour
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operators were among the only alters not to be associ-
ated with knowledge transfer. The entrepreneurs might
not be aware of the knowledge tour operators hold, or
maybe it is the cognitive distance that is too great. Alter-
natively, perhaps the data collection design failed to
elicit information about knowledge transfer from tour
operators. In any case, their professional knowledge
makes tour operators significant drivers for tourism inno-
vations that could be imperative for small-scale firms
(Rønningen, 2010; Yachin, 2019).

One of the common critiques of network research is
that it merely provides a ‘snapshot’ of dynamic structures
(Albrecht, 2013; Jack, 2005; Ter Wal & Boschma, 2009).
This study also lacks the longitudinal dimension
needed to account for changes in the ego-networks of
tourism entrepreneurs. Nevertheless, the methodologi-
cal approach and use of multiple name generators
were effective in uncovering latent ties. During the inter-
views, participants typically recalled alters, with whom
they do not have frequent contact, but were once signifi-
cant in facilitating change or providing other support
(e.g. consultants, people within public organisations or
local actors). According to Granovetter’s seminal work
(1973), these relationships are understood as weak ties.
However, a tie’s strength is manifested by its usefulness
and levels of trust in the alter and not in how often they
are in contact (Jack, 2005). In fact, all the relationships
portrayed in the block model (Figure 1) are strong. As
the image does not represent a snapshot, even ties
that were once weak, through time and after positive
experiences, became strong. Concurrently, unutilised
strong ties might eventually fade away. In line with
Jack (2005), weak ties are understood as those that
exist at a degree distance greater than one from the
ego (i.e. accessed via alters in the immediate network),
or those ties that were yet to be utilised (i.e. still in
potential).

Conclusion

The aim of this research was to explore the ego-networks
of tourism micro-firms. It expresses the notion that for
micro-firms, networks constitute a potential to pursue
opportunities and compensate for lack of resources
and missing skills. Through semi-structured interviews
and the use of multiple name generators, significant
alters and their functions have been elicited. The
findings are contextual and reflect the motivations of
tourism entrepreneurs in rural Sweden and the circum-
stances within which they operate. The interviewed
entrepreneurs are inclined to turn to close and trusted
alters for multiple purposes. Utilising ties could hardly
be seen as a business strategy, but rather it is a

manifestation of entrepreneurial bricolage; opting for
imperfect solutions that are available in the immediate
environment. In rural tourism, a micro-firm and its
owner-manager are one and the same. Hence interperso-
nal compatibility, trust and cognitive proximity deter-
mine who these firms ‘do business with’. Moreover, it is
difficult to divide between formal and informal relation-
ships. Suppliers, resource owners, the DMO and other
collaborators are a source of emotional support and
practical help. Concurrently, the limited resources of
micro-firms mean that friends, neighbours and family
often double as business advisors and service providers.

While appreciating the indispensability of local actors
for tourism micro-firms’ survival and ability to utilise local
amenities as tourism resources, applying a network per-
spective commands attention for alters who bridge
structure holes. The DMO is a vital broker and a link to
distant actors. However, tour operators and members
of the interest-based communities are the alters
located physically furthest away from the ego in the
network. Thus, these alters are perceived as those most
likely to hold the knowledge and connections that can
inspire change. Further research can flesh out the type
of knowledge that is accessible through these relation-
ships and what factors facilitate its transfer.

A single tourism micro-firm might be merely a small
peripheral dot on the regional tourism network. Never-
theless, the global tourism system is composed of
micro-firms. Networks embody the potential for
tourism development; this, however, is conditioned by
the way that owner-mangers of micro-firms experience
and utilise their network ties. Knowledge about the sig-
nificant alters in owner-managers’ ego networks, how
these are utilised and what factors influence tie strength,
contributes to theoretical advancements of both tourism
networks and rural tourism micro-firms. The findings and
discussion presented in this article promote our under-
standing of how tourism entrepreneurs operate within
the circumstances of rural areas and with respect to
their subjective interests, character and motivations.

Furthermore, the micro-perspective and method-
ology presented in this study contribute to the
growing body of tourism literature on networks, particu-
larly in regard to how we can study tourism networks.
First, the micro-perspective directs the academic atten-
tion to what happens at the node level, thus comple-
menting network studies that apply a macro-
perspective. And second, the methodological approach,
which involved the application of multiple name genera-
tors and a focus on actualised ties, was effective in elicit-
ing significant alters and functions. As the interviews
progressed, participants recalled important external
actors who support the firm in ways other than
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facilitating sales. Hence, such a methodological approach
is crucial to reveal the true scope of networks and poss-
ible latent, though significant, actors. Moreover, the
multiplexity of the relationships between tourism entre-
preneurs and alters in their ego-networks means that
grasping the scope and meaning of these ties is,
perhaps, impossible by any other means than a qualitat-
ive investigation.

Limitations, practical contribution, and future
research

Applying network theory on open and dynamic net-
works involves some major methodological challenges
(Ter Wal & Boschma, 2009). An ego-centred perspective
manifested by face-to-face interviews allows some flexi-
bility to address network boundaries and associate ties
with different phases of the ego’s life cycle. However, it
is a time-consuming task, which limits the size of the
population that can be investigated (Perry et al., 2018).
Furthermore, the data analysed in this study were col-
lected at a certain moment and are based on partici-
pants’ subjective understanding of social networks, a
complex and abstract construct. Thus, as in most
network studies, what has been captured here is little
more than a snapshot. The meaning and importance of
relationships will likely change according to circum-
stances. Similarly, in this study, author’s ability to
account for latent, missing and second-degree ties, was
limited. Attempts were made to address these questions
in the interviews; however, the data collected about
these important aspects of network theory provided
too little to analyse.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study contrib-
utes to both theory and practice. In addition to the
knowledge generated about tourism micro-firms and
how to study tourism networks, the tourism micro-firm
ego-network block-model (Figure 1) and the list of
network functions (Table 2), constitute a framework
within which specific relationships or aspects of
tourism micro-firms’ operation could be singled out for
further consideration. For researchers, this framework
provides a list of relationships and phenomena to
study in more detail. Especially knowledge transfer,
which is imperative to innovation but also appears to
relate to a broad range of expertise and information,
deserves further research attention. Also, future studies
can adopt the methodological approach to study the
ego-networks of tourism firms elsewhere to elicit the
effects of contextual factors like place, size, culture or
type of activity. In a practical manner, owner-managers
of tourism micro-firms can use the model as a reference
point against which they can compare their ego-

networks, and reflect over the extent of relationship
they have with the different alters, how they can make
more out of their ego-networks, and whether they are
missing any links. For example, the specialised-activity
firms, who are typically overly dependent on the
support they receive from their respective interest-
based communities, can benefit from utilising the
tourism knowledge and connections that exist with the
local DMO. Likewise, this study can encourage tourism
entrepreneurs to explore the possible different ways
they can benefit from their existing relationships (for
example, with tour operators) and form new ones that
can extend their ego-networks in ways that create new
opportunities and compensate for lack of resources
and missing skills.
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Appendix

Interview guide

1. Background
• Please tell me about the start-up of the business.
• What are the main products of the business?
• Who are your main customer groups?
• What sales channels do you use?
• Who works at the firm?
I will now ask questions that try to elicit the actors you are
connected to. Please include in your answers also actors
who you already mentioned in relation to previous questions.

2. General
• Who are the external actors (private and public) that are
the most important for your business?

• Tell me something about each contact (*), why do you
think they are important?

• What do you get from these relationships?
• How did you first get in touch?
• Do you know if these actors know each other?
*How often are you in contact with X? how close are you?
what does X do for you? how long have you known
X? When do you turn to X? Do you usually turn to them at… ?

3. Current issues
• In addition to daily operational tasks, do you have any
project you are currently working on or about to work
on (e.g. new products, markets, collaborations, challenge,
other)?

• Which external actors are involved in the project?
• How did you get in touch?
• What do you get from them?

4. Exchange-based (functions)
Which external actors do you turn to for:
*Ask for examples, if the participant have no experience
with the function ask them to speculate who they might
contact in such case.
• Start-up
• Inspiration and product ideas
• Feedback
• Reach other actors
• Marketing & sales
• Operational tasks (running a business)
• Emotional Support
• Problem solving
• Knowledge (know how)
• Information (know what)
• Access to resources (land, tools)
• Access to funds

5. Content-based (alters)
Does X somehow contribute to your firm? How?
• Inner circle and family
• Other friends
• Local tourism businesses
• Local non-tourism business
• Regional tourism sector
• Public actors
• National / international interest groups

6. Resource-based
Where do you get help with the following:
• Marketing
• Web-maintenance
• Land and special equipment owners
• Accounting
• Legal knowledge

7. Recall, horizon and missing links
• Are there any knowledge, skills or other resources that you
lack in your network?

• How much do you know about your alters’ network?
• Is there anyone we haven’t mentioned you would like to
include as an important alter?
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