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Abstract

Regardless of firm size, governance structure, and ownership form, all firms depend on
competencies, i.e., skills, knowledge, and qualifications, as a vital resource for business
prosperity. However, previous research has shown that access to crucial competencies
varies depending on the context in which the firm operates. It has previously been
suggested that firms operating in rural contexts are substantial contributors to local and
national economy, although these firms are generally small and have limited access to
crucial resources that enable business prosperity. Simultaneously, in recent decades, the
rural context has proved to offer limited competencies that match the competence needs
of the firms operating in this context because individuals with specialised competencies
have extensively ‘emigrated’ from rural areas to seek more advantageous job
opportunities and access to crucial infrastructure in urban areas. This has left rural areas
with low population density and, as a result, downshifted infrastructure. Most of these
small firms operating in the rural context have a family ownership structure, which is
associated with specific familiness traits in their governance. These familiness traits
produce an even narrower selection of competencies than other firms have. Small,
family-owned firms operating in rural contexts thus have limited access to matching
competencies due to the extensive rural competence scarcity, and simultaneously, they
‘block’ the few potential competencies available by preserving familiness and long-
term firm heritage. This downward rural spiral creates challenges for rural family firms
and affects the competence management strategies they apply to navigate this situation.

The purpose of this dissertation is to deepen the understanding of challenges and
strategies in rural family SMEs’ (small and medium-sized enterprises) competence
management and examine how industry affiliation, location, competence diversity, and
business disruptions affect these firms’ challenges and strategies. Three research
questions guided the empirical studies of this dissertation: RQ1) How do industry
affiliation and location affect the prerequisites and strategies for competence
management in rural family SMEs? RQ2) In which ways and why does familiness
affect competence diversity in rural family SMEs in terms of finding, attracting, and
retaining competencies? RQ3) Which competence management strategies do rural
family SMEs apply to enhance entrepreneurial endurance during business disruptions
and why?

Three studies were conducted that applied both qualitative and quantitative as well as a
mixed-methods approach. Two industries were investigated in different geographical
areas: the manufacturing industry and the tourism industry in southern and northern
Sweden. The resource-based view (RBV) was used to understand how rural family
SMEs find, attract, and retain competencies, while socio-emotional wealth theory
(SEW) was applied to delve deeper into the how values, norms, and behaviours of the
family SME-owners guide the management of competencies. SEW theory was also
applied to understand how familiness traits affect the strategies of rural family SMEs.
Previous studies have not thoroughly outlined this allocation of competencies in rural
family SMEs, nor has the perspective of how familiness affects competence
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management strategies in rural family SMEs been investigated. These two perspectives
can deepen the understanding of which competence management challenges rural
family SMEs face and how they develop their strategies.

This dissertation finds that rural family SMEs use short-term competence management
strategies rather than long-term prospects to navigate rural competence scarcity; this
finding contradicts previous research indicating that family firms act with a long-term
perspective. Rural competence scarcity, in combination with unique familiness traits,
pushes rural family SMEs towards short-term strategies rather than long-term prospects
to fill their immediate competence needs. The rural location is proved to affect the
competence management extensively, as rural family SMEs find that they cannot
compete with the salaries offered in urban areas. The two industries examined here use
strategies with some similarities to manage their competencies by prioritising family
members in positions within the firm and by recruiting individuals from their closest
networks. While the manufacturing industry, for instance, uses coopetition as a
competence management strategy, the tourism industry uses seasonal staff. This study
further reveals that rural family SMEs use network coopetition as an advantageous
competence management strategy to navigate business disruptions, such as crises.
There is an extensive need for rural family SMEs to exchange knowledge when
competencies are scarce during business disruptions, which makes them seek
competitors for collaboration. The use of the network coopetition strategy enhances
robustness for rural family SMEs, which helps them endure business disruptions better
than other firms. The small size of their firms makes network coopetition a successful
competence strategy to use during business disruptions. An important contribution is
that familiness causes reluctance towards competence diversity — such as bringing
competencies from outside into the network — in rural family SMEs, and thus, they have
a rather ambiguous attitude towards bringing diverse competencies into their firms. As
previous research has established that competence diversity enhances business
performance and growth, rural family SMEs' ambiguous attitude towards it sheds light
on a rather ‘closed’” working environment that does not properly use potentially
available external competencies at hand, despite the need to do so.

An important theoretical implication is that, complementing prior research, the findings
of this dissertation show that rural family SMEs do not solely rely on internal resources,
as RBV suggests, to make ends meet, but also on external resources. Another
implication is that the few competencies available in rural areas must be better matched
with the competence needs of the family SMEs operating there. The findings suggest
that more attention must focus on addressing the extensive difficulties that rural family
SMEs face in meeting their competence needs due to rural competence scarcity.
Sufficient, functioning infrastructure is a crucial aspect that could prevent rural
competencies from being lost. Starting educational programmes that nurture necessary
competencies in rural areas to match competence needs could also increase the
attractiveness of working and living in those areas.
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Sammanfattning pa svenska

Foretag av alla storlekar och olika dgandeformer ar beroende av kompetenser, dvs.,
fardigheter, kunskap och kvalifikationer, som viktiga resurser for foretagets 6verlevnad
och vilstdnd. Dock har tidigare forskning visat att tillgdngen pa viktiga kompetenser
varierar beroende pa den kontext som foretag verkar inom. Det &r sedan tidigare kant
att foretag som dr verksamma i rural kontext dr viktiga bade for lokal och nationell
ekonomi, dven om dessa foretag ofta dr sméd och har begrdnsad tillgéng till viktiga
resurser som mojliggdr foretagslonsamhet. Samtidigt har den rurala kontext under de
senaste decennierna visat sig ha begridnsade kompetenser att matcha med foretagens
kompetensbehov, eftersom individer med nédvéndiga och specialiserade kompetenser
i stor utstrackning ’emigrerar’ till urbana omraden for att séka béttre jobbmdjligheter
och bittre tillgang till infrastruktur som den urbana miljon erbjuder. Detta har lett till
att rurala omraden har fatt mindre befolkningsméangd och nedgraderad infrastruktur. En
majoritet av de sma foretagen som ar verksamma i rurala omréden ar tydligt familjedgda,
vilket dr associerat med specifika familjevirderingar inkorporerade i foretaget. Dessa
familjevarderingar  har  visat sig  bidra till dnnu  mer  selektiva
kompetensforsorjningsstrategier, i jimforelse med andra foretag. De smé familjedgda
foretagen som &r verksamma i rurala omrdden har dérfoér begrinsad tillgéng till
matchande kompetenser for deras behov, samtidigt som de sjdlva ’blockerar’ de fa
kompetenser som finns tillgéngliga, pga. deras familjevdrderingar och langsiktiga
familjeforetagsstrategi. Denna nedatgaende spiral har skapat utmaningar for de rurala
smé familjeforetagen och har paverkat deras kompetensforsorjningsstrategier for att
hantera situationen.

Syftet med denna avhandling ar att fordjupa kunskapen om de utmaningar och strategier
som paverkar de rurala smd familjeforetagens kompetensforsorjning, och hur
geografisk plats, industritillhdrighet, variationer av kompetenser och stdrningar i
foretaget externa omgivning, pdverkar dessa utmaningar och strategier. Tre
forskningsfragor utarbetades for att vigleda avhandlingens delstudier: 1) Hur péverkar
industritillhdrighet och geografisk plats, forutséttningarna for
kompetensforsorjningsstrategier i rurala smé familjeforetag? 2) Pa vilket sétt och varfor
péaverkar varderingar och normer i sma rurala familjeforetag, dess méjligheter gillande
att hitta, attrahera och behalla kompetenser? 3) Vilka kompetensforsorjningsstrategier
anvinds av sma rurala familjeforetag for att frimja entreprendriell robusthet i kristider
och varfor?

Tre delstudier genomfordes, ddr bade kvalitativa, kvantitativa och mixed-methods
anviandes. Tvd industrier undersoktes 1 tvd olika geografiska omraden:
tillverkningsindustrin och turistindustrin, i norra och sddra Sverige. The resource-based
view (RBV) anvéndes for att forstd hur de rurala smé familjeforetagen hittar, attraherar
och behaller kompetenser, medan socio emotional wealth Theory (SEW) anvéndes for
att fordjupa kunskapen om hur &dgarnas virderingar, normer och beteenden styr
kompetenshanteringen. SEW anvéndes dven for att undersdka hur familjevérderingar
paverkar kompetensforsorjningsstrategier i de rurala smé familjeforetagen. Tidigare
studier har inte utrett hur rurala sma familjeforetag hittar, attraherar och behéller viktiga
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kompetenser, inte heller det unika familjeforetagsperspektivet har blivit undersokt i
forhéallande till kompetensforsorjning. Dessa tvd perspektiv kan bidra till en djupare
forstdelse for vilka utmaningar de rurala smd familjeféretagen har i sin
kompetensforsorjning samt vilka strategier de utvecklar utifran dessa.

I avhandlingen framgar det att rurala smé& familjeféretag avvinder kortsiktiga
kompetensforsorjningsstrategier framfor langsiktiga, for att hantera den rurala
kompetensbristen. Detta i motsats till tidigare forskning som faststéllt att familjeforetag
verkar langsiktigt. Det visar sig att den rurala kompetensbristen i kombination med de
unika familjevirderingarna i de rurala sma familjeforetagen driver dessa foretag i
riktningen att anvénda kortsiktiga strategier, for att méta sina akuta kompetensbehov.
Den rurala geografiska platsen visar sig paverka kompetensforsorjningen avsevért, da
de rurala smd familjeforetagen inte kan konkurrera med de forméaner som urbana
omraden erbjuder. De tva undersokta industrierna anvénder bade liknande och olika
kompetensforsorjningsstrategier, genom att prioritera familjemedlemmar och att
rekrytera individer i sitt ndrmaste nétverk. Ett bidrag fran denna avhandling &r att
familjevarderingar bidrar till visst motstand till att ta in kompetenser utanfor de
ndrmaste nitverken. Medan tillverkningsindustrin anvénder exempelvis coopetition
som en kompetensforsorjningsstrategi, anvinder istdllet  turistindustrin
sdsongsanstillda. Det visar sig dven att network coopetition anvdnds som en
framgéngsrik kompetensforsorjningsstrategi som de rurala smd familjeforetagen
anvénder for att hantera stérningar i sin externa omgivning, sdsom kriser. I kristider,
visar det sig att dessa foretag har ett stort behov av att utbyta kunskap da kompetenser
ar knappa, vilket gor att de soker sig till andra foretag for samarbeten. Network
coopetition som strategi visar sig gora de allra minsta rurala familjeforetagen mer
robusta i kristider dn andra foretag. Da tidigare forskning har fastslagit att variationer
av kompetenser bidrar till 0kad foretagslonsamhet, kan denna motsidgelsefulla
instdllning hos de rurala sma familjeforetagen belysa en mer ‘stingd’ foretagsmiljo, dar
potentiella kompetenser inte utnyttjas till fullo d&ven om det finns ett kompetensbehov
for detta.

Ett viktigt teoretiskt bidrag &r att komplettera tidigare forskning genom att hér visa att
rurala sma familjeforetag inte enbart forlitar sig pa interna kompetenser, som RBV-
litteratur foreslar, utan dven externa kompetenser genom samarbeten. Ytterligare ett
bidrag ar att de fa tillgingliga kompetenser som finns i rurala omraden behdver bli
bittre matchade mot foretagens kompetensbehov. Resultaten pavisar att mer fokus bor
laggas pa att 16sa den rurala kompetensbristen. Detta foreslds goras genom exempelvis
fungerande och utdkad infrastruktur, som skulle kunna bidra till att kompetenser inte
forbises. Utokade utbildningsprogram som skolar nddvéndiga kompetenser i rurala
omraden kan ocksd anviéndas for att béttre matcha kompetensbehoven. Detta skulle
aven kunna leda till 6kad attraktivitet for att bo och arbeta i rurala omraden.
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1 Introduction

This chapter presents an introduction to the research problem and discusses the purpose
of this dissertation with aligned RQs. The chapter concludes with an outline of the
dissertation.

1.1 Background

All firms, regardless of size, ownership form, public or private status, and geographical
context, depend on resources (Barney, 1991; Neffke and Henning, 2013; Nordhaug and
Gr@nhaug, 1994). Resource usage and management apply to all forms of firms: large,
and small firms; family and non-family firms; publicly owned and privately held firms;
and urban and rural firms (Garrod, Wornell, and Youell, 2006). Resources may carry
several meanings in business management, such as aspects of financial assets, human
capital, individual skills, and qualifications, while competencies are one of the most
crucial resources for business performance (Barney, Ketchen Jr, and Wright, 2021).
One important aspect of firm management and, ultimately, business performance, is the
individuals within the firm and the skills, knowledge, and qualifications they
incorporate (Andersén, 2021; Barney and Felin, 2013; Jonsson and Schélin, 2016). As
resources, competencies, such as skills, knowledge, and qualifications are all vital parts
of a firm’s proper functioning (Andersén, 2021; Bashir and Farooq, 2019; Irastorza and
Bevelander, 2021; Nguyen, Yandi, and Mahaputra, 2020; Siepel, Camerani, and
Masucci, 2021). In recent decades, there has been increasing interest from firm owners
and academia in considering competencies such as skills, knowledge, and qualifications
as key resources and growth enhancers in organisations, as well as an intensified debate
in political contexts (e.g., Barney and Felin, 2013; Bashir and Farooq, 2019; Nguyen,
Yandi, and Mahaputra, 2020; Salman, Ganie and Saleem, 2020). Although
competencies had a foundational role in business research even before today’s highly
competitive organisational landscape (e.g., Kyndt and Baert, 2015; Mitchelmore and
Rowley, 2010), societal interest in the topic has increased because it has recently
become even clearer that competencies may play a critical role in economic prosperity
and business development (e.g., Taipale-Erdvala, Henttonen, and Lampela, 2019).

For many years, researchers have drawn attention to the role of competencies in terms
of enhancing a variety of research fields, such as human resources, psychology, and
sociology (e.g., Dreijer, 2000; Salman, Ganie, and Saleem, 2020; Sandberg, 2001;
Siepel Camerani, and Masucci, 2021). Competencies have been suggested as a way to
enhance several levels of society with a strong focus on the workplace and
organisational governance, such as competencies in terms of employee diversity, multi-
cultural work environments, and employee well-being (e.g., Dover, Kaiser, and Major,
2020; Taneja, Sewell, and Odom, 2015). Competencies do not originate with an
organisation, but rather with the individuals within it, and they are sometimes referred
to as the internal business perspective of skills, knowledge, and qualifications (Barney
and Felin, 2013; Pittino et al., 2016).



However, finding, attracting, and retaining knowledge, skills, and individuals with
specific qualifications within a firm may be problematic. Previous research has shown
that several aspects may affect and challenge firms’ acquisition and development of
these essential parts of business performance (Prokopenko et al., 2020; Siepel,
Camerani, and Masucci, 2021). If access to crucial competencies is limited, firms’
ability to achieve business prosperity in both short- and long-term perspectives is
restrained (Siepel, Camerani, and Masucci, 2021). This is particularly true for small-
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs),! as they have limited access to vital resources
due to their small size. SMEs are considered the most common corporate form
worldwide; most operate in rural areas, and many are family-owned (Bau et al., 2019;
Phillipson et al., 2019; Uvarova and Vitola, 2019).2 In fact, SMEs represent about 90
percent of all firms worldwide and contribute to about 70 percent of worldwide
employment and global GDP (World Economic Forum, 2023). Of the resources that
rural family SMEs allocate and cultivate, competencies are among the most crucial (e.g.,
Pittino et al., 2016). The ways in which rural family SMEs manage and cultivate
competencies in the local community is invaluable for business prosperity in rural areas
(Karlsson, 2018). The large number of family SMEs operating in rural areas is also
associated with a specific family-influenced strategic agenda (Greenberg, Farja, and
Gimmon, 2018; Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007), and these business traits, such as familiness
and reluctance regarding risk, are specific to family firms and could play a vital role in
their behaviours and actions (Zientara, 2017).

It has previously been suggested that, on a national level, geographical location and
competence scarcity cause the problem of finding, attracting, and retaining
competencies that various firms experience (Karlsson, 2018; Keuschnigg, Mutgan, and
Hedstrom, 2019; Marsden, Franklin, and Kitchen, 2005). For many years, rural areas
have been subject to competence ‘emigration’ and competence shortages, and the
imbalance between the urban and rural contexts has continued to grow (Giannakis and
Bruggeman, 2020; Marinescu and Rathelot, 2018; Restrepo, 2015; Stough et al., 2015).
The low population density, extensive number of small or micro-firms with few
employees, and lack of access to individuals with specific skills, knowledge, and
qualifications, have contributed to the competence imbalance faced in rural areas
(Lavesson, 2017). While urban areas have increasingly attracted and retained
individuals with niche skills, knowledge, and qualifications, rural areas have
continuously degraded in terms of competence attractiveness (Innerhofer, Nasta, and
Zehrer, 2022; McFarland and Grabowski, 2022).

1 A widely established definition of SMEs is firms with less employees than 250, and for micro-firms less than 10 employees
(Achtenhagen, Ekberg, and Melander, 2017; European Commission, 2023).

2 Family-owned SMEs have a clear governance structure involving several members from the same owner-family in the
operationalisation of the firm (Roffia et al., 2021; Wang, 2010).



Today, there is a severe competence scarcity and imbalance in terms of firm
competence needs and the competencies available to match those needs (Hurrell, 2016;
Kerr et al., 2016; McGuinness, Pouliakas, and Redmond, 2018; Whitebook, McLean,
and Austin, 2018). This issue goes beyond firms’ ability to find, attract, and retain
competencies; it also includes a failure to cultivate knowledge, skills, and qualifications
internally, as the competence needs exceeds the firm’s ability to realise them (Brunello
and Wruusk, 2021; Fredriksson, Hensvik, and Skans, 2018). Recent research has
revealed that the lack of available and specialised competencies is one of the most
severe threats to business growth and development today, as it is also aligned with
decreased financial performance (Kelly and Lobao, 2019; Nystrom, 2021; Karlsson,
2018). Previous studies have demonstrated that the contextual setting in which a firm
operates may enhance or inhibit finding, attracting, and retaining competencies within
the organisation (e.g., Barney, Ketchen Jr, and Wright, 2021). Contextual settings can
be defined in several ways, one of which concerns the geographical location (Mayer,
Malin, and Olson-Hazboun, 2018). Previous research has focused on resources that
show that urban, sub-urban, and rural areas are all contextual settings that may present
both difficulties and benefits for local firms in acquiring and retaining competencies
(Mayer, Malin, and Olson-Hazboun, 2018). Furthermore, a niche sub-division of
resource research has drawn particular focus to the rural context as a unique, and in
some ways problematic, setting for attracting and retaining competences compared to
urban and sub-urban contexts (Autor, 2019).

In the rural context, several industries dominate the business landscape; two of the most
significant are the manufacturing and tourism industries (Kallmuenzer and Peters,
2018). Both contribute greatly to rural employment and business prosperity
(Kallmuenzer and Peters, 2018). However, recent reports have drawn attention to the
competence scarcity and related challenges that firms face in rural areas, which may
negatively impact industry-specific competence management (The Swedish Agency for
Growth Policy Analysis, 2023). Rural competence scarcity is a worldwide phenomenon,
although is more noticeable in some national contexts and industries (Kelly and Lobao,
2019). The situation of competence scarcity is most noticeable in countries where large
geographic areas are considered rural (Labrianidis, 2017; Uvarova and Vitola, 2019).
In these rural areas and industries, most firms are classified as family SMEs, and they
are associated with unique family business traits that may affect their competence
management in terms of the competencies that are implemented into the firm and the
reasons for doing so (Bau et al., 2019).

According to previous research, firms primarily obtain and acquire competencies by
using, developing, and cultivating their internal resources (Barney, 1991). However,
recent research has acknowledged that externally acquired competencies may also be
an important strategy for firms to bring crucial resources into their organisation (Schell,
Hiepler, and Moog, 2018; Zahoor, Pepple, and Choudrie, 2021). This may be especially
true for SMEs, where resources are generally scarce (Zahoor, Pepple, and Choudrie,
2021). Internal resources include the individuals in the firm and the competencies they



possess, financial assets, or a unique product portfolio (Barney, 1991). External
resources, on the other hand, often refer to bringing necessary competencies into the
firm (Zahoor, Pepple, and Choudrie, 2021). This can include networking and
collaborating with competitors to draw in critical competencies; obtaining unique skills,
knowledge, and qualifications from outside the firm; or sharing individuals/employees
among several business competitors to make ends meet (Corbo et al., 2023). Previous
research has emphasised the need to allow competencies to be dynamic and flexible
(Fedyk and Hodson, 2023; Freiling, 2004; Hodgson, 1998) and has shown that
competencies are a multi-level matter that family SMEs may use in several ways
(Loufrani-Fedida and Aldebert, 2021). Nevertheless, some obstacles may challenge
family SMEs to fully acquire and develop competencies, but literature in business
research concerning the values, norms, and behaviours of the family SME-owners who
guide competence management remains scarce (Loufrani-Fedida and Aldebert, 2021).
Further, few previous studies have addressed how family business traits affect
competence management in rural family SMEs (e.g., Zientara, 2017).

For instance, research has previously suggested that the external business environment
in which a firm operates may present challenges and affect its ability to find, attract,
and retain competencies (e.g., Barney, 2015). During business disruptions, strategies
for managing competencies may change, and competence scarcity may be even become
more noticeable, as studies have shown that family SMEs may be more vulnerable to
business disruptions than other firms (Grant, 2021). Halfway through the writing of this
dissertation, the Covid-19 pandemic began, changing the way firms operated and
navigated crises on a global scale (Feyisa, 2020; Mallya and D’Silva, 2020). The
pandemic hit some industries harder due to societal restrictions, changed product
demands, and turnover regression (Feyisa, 2020; Ugur and Akbiyik, 2020) and
ultimately had major impacts for rural family SMEs.

The research field of SME resource allocation is widely established (e.g., Cerchione,
Esposito, and Spadaro, 2016), and there is ample quantitative research on how rural
SME:s are enhancers in a national perspective in terms of economic and employment
entirety (e.g., Karlsson, 2018; Manzoor, Wei, and Sahito, 2021). However, prior studies
have emphasised a growing need to better understand how rural SMEs manage and
adopt strategies to ensure crucial competencies, as this reveals the very core of their
ways of finding, attracting, and retaining those competencies (Ford-Colin, 2022; Tarar,
2021).



1.2 Problem Discussion

The situation of rural competence scarcity is multifaceted and leads to a complex
downward spiral; it is crucial to dissect each part to understand the severity of this
situation for rural firm owners. It is important to deepen the understanding of this
situation, as researchers (e.g., Dychtwald, Erickson, and Morison, 2006; Hurrell., 2016;
Totan, Frasineanu, and Popescu, 2020), policy-makers (e.g., International Labour
Organisation, 2023; OECD, 2023), and firm owners (e.g., Totan, Frasineanu, and
Popescu, 2020) have agreed on and acknowledged the intense, severe imbalance that
firms face in finding, attracting, and retaining competencies regardless of their size and
governance structure. The situation is thus observed to present challenges at several
levels and for several actors. The fact that, today, firms have fewer opportunities to
match competencies, such as specialised skills, knowledge, and qualifications, with
their competence needs has been offered as an explanation of the severity of this
problem (Foss et al., 2021; McGuinness, Pouliakas, and Redmond, 2018). This
specifically affects family SMEs in their competence management, as they comprise
the majority of firms operating in rural areas (e.g., Karlsson, 2018).

The downward spiral may start with fewer individuals choosing to obtain education
within specific competence niches, as some jobs are perceived as unprofitable and
lacking future prospects. If fewer individuals are educated within these niches,
evidently, firms have fewer individuals available when searching for and acquiring
competencies. However, the few available individuals with the matching competencies
are increasingly attracted to living and working in urban cities, where salaries are higher
and job opportunities more plentiful (Kelly and Lobao, 2019). This ultimately leads to
low population density in rural areas and rural firms having fewer individuals with
specialised and critical competencies to choose from when recruiting (Bjerke and
Mellander, 2022). The low population density leads to the closing of, for example,
transportation options, grocery stores, healthcare centres, day-care centres, and social
meeting points for local inhabitants (Dax and Fischer, 2018). This means that rural areas
are degraded in terms of access to critical infrastructure (Dax and Fischer, 2018). This
can also mean that the rural firms are less able to retain already acquired individuals
with matching competencies, as competing urban firms can easily lure these away with
higher salaries, more profitable opportunities, and greater accessibility to infrastructure
(Kelly and Lobao, 2019). This downward spiral has affected rural family SMEs in their
competence management in that they have a less prosperous business environment in
which to operate and fewer competencies to choose from (Kelley and Lobao, 2019).

The theoretical basis of exploring competence management from a business studies
perspective is dominated by research on larger family firms as well as SMEs on a
national level, such as contributors of employment (e.g., Karlsson, 2018; Stough et al.,
2015; Yazdanfar and Salman, 2012). However, few studies have focused on family-
owned SMEs operating in rural areas, despite their importance for local business
prosperity and local economy (e.g., Bau et al., 2019). Competence management has
also been studied using the resource-based view (RBV) (Grant, 1996), although not



extensively focusing on rural family SMEs. With family SMEs specifically, previous
research has also used socio-emotional wealth theory (SEW) as a theoretical foundation
to deepen the understanding of the unique traits of family firms, which are known as
familiness (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). However, a research gap remains in connecting
the unique management of competencies in rural family SMEs, including the aspect of
familiness, and the strategies that these firms use to navigate rural competence scarcity.

According to RBV, a firm’s unique resources and competencies enhance lasting
competitive advantages (Barney, 1991). This theoretical standpoint emphasises the
importance of identifying and using firms’ internal strengths to develop and sustain
competitive advantages in the long term (Barney, 1991). Previous research has shown
that, in rural areas, it is particularly difficult for firms to find, attract, and retain crucial
competencies (Keuschnigg, Mutgan and Hedstrom, 2019); however, it remains
uncertain how the firms operating within this context manage this rural competence
scarcity. Is this the case regarding all types of firms in all contexts, and if so, how can
this challenge be managed? As a typical trait of family firms is familiness, previous
research in SEW theory has shown how the owner-family influences strategic
management decisions (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). However, it remains unclear how
the preservation of familiness in rural family SMEs affects their competence
management strategies. An internal business perspective is lacking to understand the
values, norms, and behaviours of family SME-owners that guide their strategies to meet
the challenges of rural competence scarcity. Such a perspective could offer more
extensive explanations regarding how rural family SME owners actually experience
rural competence scarcity, the practical issues it causes for them, and what would need
to change to overcome the challenges that the downward spiral causes. Combining the
theoretical standpoints of RBV and SEW can thus provide a deeper understanding of
these research gaps.

An important aspect of competence management in family SMEs is understanding the
prerequisites and factors that affect the use of different resources to find, attract, and
retain competencies. Which prerequisites are involved in managing competencies, and
why do they affect the way rural family SMEs act with regard to finding, attracting, and
retaining those competencies? Previous research has not thoroughly explained how
rural family SMEs manage their competencies in light of rural competence scarcity.
Based on previous reports and research on rural competence scarcity and its associated
challenges (Bjerke and Mellander, 2022), a perspective of prerequisites and strategies
is necessary to better understand how these challenges are addressed.

One prerequisite that previous research has indicated is the role of industry affiliation
in relation to competence management. For instance, Kallmuenzer and Peters (2018)
have suggested that industry affiliation may affect the strategies used to navigate the
scarcity associated with the rural context. However, is this also the case in terms of
allocating competencies as resources within the rural context? Are there different ways
in which industry-specific, rural family SMEs act to manage their competencies? It has
previously been suggested that industry affiliation may affect the level of internal and

6



external competencies used in SMEs, as different industries have been observed to
experience rural resource scarcity in different ways (Iyer and Dave, 2015). Previous
research has indicated that industry affiliation can affect how family SMEs manage
their resources in the sense that different industries require different types of
competencies, and they apply different strategies to obtain them (Kallmuenzer and
Peters, 2018).

Another prerequisite that previous studies have indicated is location and its effects on
the allocation and cultivation of resources within firms (e.g., Adeyinka-Ojo, 2018).
Several infrastructural and political aspects, such as the lack of vocational local
education, have been observed to play an important role in the difficulties of finding,
attracting, and retaining competencies (McGuiness, Pouliakas, and Redmond, 2018).
For individual firms operating in the rural context, this competence imbalance creates
significant challenges, as there are fewer individuals with specialised skills, knowledge,
and qualifications to choose from when recruiting (Adeyinka-Ojo, 2018). Individuals
with specialised competencies move to larger cities to find work, as possibilities are
greater there (Kelly and Lobao, 2019). Firms in rural areas then face a competence
shortage, which is problematic for several reasons. As firms in rural areas generally
have less access to essential infrastructure and cannot compete with salaries and
opportunities offered in urban areas, individuals with crucial competencies ‘emigrate’
from these areas (Bjerke and Mellander, 2022; Karlsson, 2018; Kelly and Lobao, 2019).
When, for example, local grocery stores, healthcare centres, and day-care centres close
in rural areas due to the low population and lack of inducements for living there,
individuals with specialised competencies whom firms in rural areas need are more or
less forced to leave to seek employment elsewhere, where access to work and
infrastructure is greater (Bjerke and Mellander, 2022). Ultimately, the more individuals
who leave rural areas, the less attractive these areas become in terms of firms finding,
acquiring, and retaining crucial competencies (Nystrdom, 2021). This has become a
significant problem for firms trying to acquire critical competencies to maintain
competitive advantages (Gawrycka, Kujawska, and Tomczak, 2020; Prikshat et al.,
2020).

An important prerequisite for competence management in rural family SMEs is these
firms’ unique trait of familiness (Pittino et al., 2016). Previous research has shown that
family firms recruit family members as a natural part of their competence management
strategy (Mustafa et al., 2018). However, not being open to variation and diverse
competencies can affect business performance (Botero et al., 2012). This may lead to
the question of how the preservation of familiness in rural family SMEs affects their
competence management strategies, that is, how they find, attract, and retain
competencies. As familiness is such an important part of the family business concept
(Pittino et al., 2016), it is necessary to consider this aspect when investigating the role
it plays for the diversity of competencies in rural family SMEs. It has been suggested
that ‘family’ (e.g., values, heritage preservation) extensively affects firms through a
narrow selection of employees and non-family influence (Botero et al., 2012; La Porta,



Lopez-de-Silanes and Shleifer, 1999; Lou, 2019; Tiwasing, and Sawang, 2022). In
terms of rural competence scarcity, business struggles can have a severe impact on rural
family SMEs’ ability to maintain both financial and non-profit goals (e.g., preserving
family values), as family firms are strongly associated with a non-profit heritage (e.g.,
Karlsson, 2018). The unique context of family SMEs has previously been associated
with specific organisational family values and rare modes of operating (Gomez-Mejia
et al., 2007), which is an incentive for investigating whether this unique setting also
allows these firms to use the strategy of acquiring competencies externally, and if so,
which external competencies they are willing to bring in.

During business disruptions, business prerequisites have been observed to change due
to the volatile external business environment (Besler and Sezerel, 2012; Grant, 2015).
Firms’ preparedness and already-obtained resources become even more important to
endure a crisis (Besler and Sezerel, 2012; Grant, 2015). If resources are already scarce
before a business disruption, the new situation may cause an already strained one to
become even more noticeable. This can be particularly true for SMEs, which generally
have less access to crucial resources, such as fewer financial resources to withstand a
crisis (Grant, 2021). As rural competence scarcity has already been observed to create
a strained situation for rural family SMEs (Karlsson, 2018), a business disruption may
cause this situation to escalate. This raises the question of which strategies rural family
SMEs can use to navigate the even further strained rural competence scarcity during
business disruptions and why these strategies are used to endure the crisis. The Covid-
19 pandemic exemplifies a business disruption that allowed for further investigation of
how the changed external environment affected the management and strategies of the
difficult situation of rural competence scarcity.

This dissertation highlights and explores the downward spiral that restrains rural family
SMEs in developing, prospering, and even surviving by going beyond the macro
perspective and delving deeper into the business perspective of the values, norms, and
behaviours of family SME-owners’ impact on competence management. To do so, it is
necessary to determine how rural family SMEs manage the downward spiral of rural
competence scarcity, why specific challenges result from this scarcity, and what
strategies these firms can use to counteract its negative effects.



1.3 Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this dissertation is to deepen the understanding of challenges and
strategies in rural family SMEs’ competence management and examine how industry
affiliation, location, competence diversity, and business disruptions affect these firms’
challenges and strategies. To fulfil this purpose, three research questions guide the

study:

ROI: How do industry affiliation and location affect the prerequisites and strategies for
competence management in rural family SMEs?

RQ2: In which ways and why does familiness affect competence diversity in rural family
SME:s in terms of finding, attracting, and retaining competencies?

RQ3: Which competence management strategies do rural family SMEs apply to enhance

entrepreneurial endurance during business disruptions and why?

1.4 Case Study Background

Competence scarcity has been observed in rural areas around the world, as the urban
environment better attracts the most crucial competencies and employees (Kelly and
Lobao, 2019). In the European context, multiple rural areas are troubled by this
downward spiral (Labrianidis, 2017; Uvarova and Vitola, 2019). Nordic countries have
many rural places due to large geographical areas with low population density and
limited access to infrastructure systems compared to the rest of Europe (Alsos and
Delvik, 2021; Walmsley et al., 2020). An example of this is Sweden, where large
geographical areas that are considered rural are in deep recession due to competence
scarcity in combination with limited access to critical infrastructure (Bjerke and
Mellander, 2017; Karlsson, 2018; Keuschnigg, Mutgan, and Hedstom, 2019).

In the Swedish context, SMEs represent 99.9 percent of all businesses, and almost 89
percent of all firms are family SMEs (SCB, 2022). Among the SMEs in Sweden, a
majority operate outside large cities; they are in rural areas, where competence scarcity
is most noticeable (Nystrdm, 2021). Sweden has many geographically large rural areas
across the entire country (The Swedish Agency for Growth Policy Analysis, 2023).
These areas primarily contain small family SMEs (The Swedish Agency for Growth
Policy Analysis, 2023) that apply unique competence management. Additionally, the
Swedish political system offers a rather profitable support and grant system generated
from high taxation (SCB, 2022). This advantageous support and grant system has been
debated regarding whether it results in employment lapses, as many people choose to
stay on governmental financial support rather than work (SCB, 2022). Thus, some
individuals do not see the necessity of education or work, as governmental support
sustains them. Another part of the competence scarcity problem in Sweden is the high
number of immigrants per capita (Eurostat, 2023) alongside a lack of sufficient,
successful governmental and societal integration systems (SKR, 2022; Swedish
Research Council, 2017). The lack of a requirement to learn the Swedish language and
present proof of employment further adds to the group of people who rely on the



governmental support and grant system (SKR, 2022; Swedish Research Council, 2017).
At the same time, small firms are generally reluctant to recruit individuals who do not
understand Swedish (the shared language), especially if the firms are in rural areas,
where all firm employees are essential to the firm’s overall performance, as resources
are scarce (The Trade Research Institute, 2019). Another crucial part of the competence
scarcity problem in rural Sweden is the constitutional law entitled the ‘Employment
Protection Act’ (The Swedish Government, 2023), which protects people from being
exploited by firms; a minimum wage is required, and employment contracts can only
be terminated under specific conditions (The Swedish Government, 2023). This
ultimately makes Swedish firms (especially rural SMEs) reluctant to recruit people, as
they cannot easily terminate their employment if necessary (The Trade Research
Institute, 2019).

In Sweden, the competence scarcity threat is most clearly noticeable in Norrland,
including the very northern counties (Hjort, 2023; Nilsson and Lundgren, 2015).
However, since Sweden is a geographically large country, it was important to
investigate both the northern and southern parts of the country to establish reliable,
representative results. Therefore, the county of Smaland was also investigated (see
further explanation in chapter 4, Methodology). Two important industries in rural areas
are the tourism and manufacturing industries (Low, 2017; Rosalina, Dupre, and Wang,
2021), as they contribute to a large portion of rural employment rates and thus actively
strive in an opposite direction from the rural competence scarcity situation (Rosenfeld,
2017; Yang et al., 2021). While in many cases, the rural tourism industry offers entry-
level jobs, the manufacturing industry often requires specialised competencies that use
new technology (Carson, 2018; Green, 2016; Kallmuenzer and Peters, 2018).
Nevertheless, both industries depend on access to specialised competencies in
particular niches that today’s rural areas seldom offer (Roberts, Hall, and Morag, 2017,
Rosenfeld, 2017).

1.5 Outline of the Dissertation

The dissertation is outlined to provide a broad overview and to respond to the research
purpose and RQs; to achieve this, methodological, theoretical, and empirical
perspectives are presented. In addition, the contributions of the findings, the theoretical
and practical implications, as well as limitations and future research avenues are
discussed. The dissertation contains the following chapters:

Chapter 1. This introductory chapter presents the background and the discussion of the
research problem. Initially, the chapter discusses how competence scarcity affects
competence management in rural family SMEs and the ways in which this is
problematic. The findings from prior research about this problem are discussed and
contextualised. Furthermore, this chapter addresses how the research problem could be
approached not only in a practical manner, but also from a theoretical perspective.
Following this discussion, the overarching research purpose and aligning RQs are
introduced.



Chapter 2. A literature review delves deeper into previous research concerning the
problem of rural competence scarcity in relation to family SMEs. The complex nature
of this scarcity and family SME competence management are discussed and
contextualised. This chapter accounts for both how other research fields have
approached the research problem and prior studies in the field of business. The research
gaps are identified in relation to this discussion.

Chapter 3. Closely connected to the literature review, a theoretical framework is
presented. This framework is built on two theoretical perspectives: RBV and SEW
theory. These two perspectives are applied to better understand how competencies are
allocated as resources. In RBV, this is framed as finding, attracting, and retaining
competencies internally or, potentially, externally, as well as how unique family firm
traits guide and motivate competence management. In SEW, meanwhile, this is framed
as the values, norms, and behaviours. RBV and SEW are complementary and are used
to offer a comprehensive understanding of the challenges that rural family SMEs face
and the strategies they use to find, attract, and retain competencies in the context of
rural competence scarcity.

Chapter 4. This chapter presents the dissertation’s methodology and outlines its
approach to formulating and answering the RQs. The methodological chapter includes
the applied research approach and the pre-understanding of the research problem. A
discussion of ontological and epistemological standpoints is further elaborated,
including a discussion of how these standpoints guided this dissertation’s partial
empirical studies. This chapter further discusses how the partial studies were conducted
and analysed, resulting in four papers. A section that addresses the reliability of the
methodological choices follows.

Chapter 5. The fifth chapter presents an overview of the four papers. The empirical
results from the three partial studies are presented. In this chapter, the four papers are
examined and explained. Methodological and theoretical aspects are discussed, as well
as their findings, contributions, and implications.

Chapter 6. Following the empirical chapter, a discussion chapter is presented and
further elaborates on how the findings correlate with previous studies. The discussion
chapter elaborates on the findings of the three partial studies, aligns them with prior
results, and responds to the RQs.

Chapter 7. The dissertation ends with a conclusion chapter that summarises the
theoretical and practical implications of the dissertation and responds to the research
purpose. Furthermore, research limitations and suggestions for future research
connected to the topic of competence management in rural family SMEs are discussed.






2 Literature Review

To contextualise the research purpose, the following chapter presents a literature review.
This chapter addresses previous research on the definitions of competencies in family
SMEs, the complexity of family SMEs, the challenges they face, and the strategies they
adopt.

2.1 Family SMEs

2.1.1 Characteristics

The size of a firm can greatly affect the prerequisites for business growth and
performance, and there are several vital differences between larger and smaller firms in
this regard (Audretsch, Prince, and Thurik, 1999; Sharma, 1999). Large organisations
are primarily defined by several assets and resources, and the ability to acquire these
resources is often satisfactory (Audretsch, Prince, and Thurik, 1999). Large
organisations can acquire essential competencies, such as skills, knowledge, and
qualifications, in many ways, and they have a generally greater ability to find, attract,
and retain specialised competencies than smaller firms do (e.g., Munteanu et al., 2020).
The resources available to larger organisations to ensure their supply of competencies
include greater financial assets, established formal networks with business partners,
talent pools, and access to urban or sub-urban areas. However, while resources such as
competence acquisition and retention in larger organisations have been thoroughly
researched (e.g., Peng and Jiang, 2010), the same body of knowledge regarding SMEs
remains limited in relation to its importance (Woschke, Haase, and Kratzer, 2017). This
is especially true for family-owned SMEs operating in rural contexts, where the focus
on resources in terms of competencies is proportionately under-researched (De Massis
et al., 2018).

The European Commission (2023) defines SMEs as follows: ‘enterprises which employ
fewer than 250 persons and which have an annual turnover not exceeding EUR 50
million, and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding EUR 43 million’. While
smaller SMEs are defined as firms with fewer than 50 employees, and where micro-
firms have fewer than 10 employees (Achtenhagen, Ekberg, and Melander, 2017;
European Commission, 2023). However, prior research has debated the definition of
SMEs and suggested that they are far more diverse and complex (Olusegun, 2012). For
instance, Osteryoung and Newman (1993:219) have noted that the definition of SMEs
may be ‘advocated when a business has personal guarantees and no public stock’. The
authors claim that this definition of SMEs is measurable and in line with the perception
of the market (Osteryoung and Newman, 1993). Other research has argued that the
definition of SMEs varies between contexts and geographical locations and depends on
the perception of aspects such as assets, employment, revenues, and business outcomes
(Cunningham and Rowley, 2008). Regardless of the debated definition, these firms are
nevertheless vital to the global economy (e.g., Naradda Gamage et al., 2020). Multiple
studies have emphasised SMEs’ importance worldwide in terms of contributing to the
global economy and labour markets (e.g., World Bank, 2023). Specifically, in the
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European Union, SMEs comprise 99 percent of all businesses and are considered
pivotal for European economic performance (Belyaeva, 2018; European Commission,
2023).

As most SMEs worldwide are defined as family-owned SMEs, they contribute to a large
portion (as much as 90%) of global employment rates and workforces (Herrero and
Hughes, 2019; Marjanski and Sulkowski, 2021; La Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, and
Shleifer, 1999; Lou, 2019; Zellweger, 2017). Family SMEs are generally defined as
small firms with an ownership structure that involves several members of the same
family in roles such as board members, CEOs, and operational staff (Roffia et al., 2021;
Wang, 2010). Another, more precise definition of family SMEs that is commonly used
is the following:

i) The majority of decision-making rights are in the possession of the natural
person(s) who established the firm, or in the possession of the natural person(s)
who has/have acquired the share capital of the firm, or in the possession of their
spouses, parents, child, or children’s direct heirs.

i) The majority of decision-making rights are indirect or direct.

iil) At least one representative of the family or kin is formally involved in the
governance of the firm. (European Commission, 2023)

Most family SMEs worldwide are privately held, and the owner family’s internal values,
norms, and behaviours strongly influence the organisational culture and resource
acquisition (Baixauli-Soler, Belda-Ruiz, Sanchez-Marin, 2021; Heider, Hiilsbeck, and
von Schlenk-Barnsdorf, 2022). This is observable in comparisons with publicly listed,
large, non-family organisations whose organisational culture and competence
acquisition tend to include an approach that is more independent of the owner or
management (Fernandez et al., 2019; Peng and Jiang, 2010). However, in family SMEs,
the involvement of the owner family and its specific family values, norms, and
behaviours (e.g., Bau et al., 2019) have still not been properly investigated in terms of
competence acquisition and retention due to their complexity.

2.1.2 The Complexity of Family SMEs

The concept of ‘family SMEs’ has deep roots, as this firm type and size was considered
the most common corporate form 100 years ago (Astrachan and Shanker, 2003; Olson
et al., 2003). This reveals the significance of the concept of family SMEs in a historical
context (Olson et al., 2003). Thus, the family as intertwined with the firm is not a new
phenomenon; it has existed for at least a century (Astrachan and Shanker, 2003). A
significant feature of family SMEs is that they depend on long-term relationships
between the family and its employees and on the ties between the family and the local
community (Kotey and Folker, 2007; Pittino et al., 2016).



The denomination ‘family firm’ refers to the complex environment in which the
concepts of family and the firm are intertwined regarding aspects such as values, norms,
and behaviours (Lou, 2019; Potschke, 2020). The owner-family embodies the firm’s
spoken and unspoken meanings and visions (Camisén-Zornoza et al., 2020), which
SEW theory also acknowledges (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). The influence of the family
in business processes is significant, and the owner-family primarily determines the
business goals (Chrisman, Sharma, and Taggar, 2007). Different SEW themes are
observed, such as the family ties and feelings between the family and the firm, that may
add trust and loyalty to strategies and business performance (Eddleston et al., 2010;
Miroshnychenko et al., 2021). However, these strong feelings, which are especially
present in family SMEs, may inhibit change when later generations inherit the business
(Nordqvist, Sharma, and Chirico, 2014). The strong family ties may inhibit adaptation
to new ways of operating within the firm (Wielsma and Brunninge, 2019), and the
conceptual strengths of the family firm — innovation and creativity — may be replaced
by the fear of change under the ownership of later generations (Gedajlovic et al., 2012).
The strong feelings for the family firm may therefore tie it to old ways of operating. In
this sense, the family firm could lose some of the dynamic strategic thinking which is
important to survive in competitive business environments (Drozdow and Carroll,
1997).

Previous research has suggested that family SMEs possess several advantages, such as
direct communication channels and fast decision-making processes (Broekaert, Andries,
and Debackere, 2016). Family SMEs may more efficiently change their ways of
operating, if necessary, compared to non-family SMEs (Broekaert, Andries, and
Debackere, 2016). Hence, SMEs that operate with a clear family ownership structure
may have several competitive resource advantages (Nordqvist and Melin, 2010;
Zellweger, Eddleston, and Kellermanns, 2010). For example, there are resource
advantages in terms of workforce labour and internal knowledge (Kotlar et al., 2020).
It was previously thought that family SMEs operate by applying a long-term
perspective, which enables goals, visions, and strategies to be realised over a long
period (Astrachan et al., 2020; Kotlar et al., 2020; Zellweger, 2017). Additionally, some
have also suggested that family SMEs tend to follow a particular strategy path over a
long period, whereas non-family SMEs tend to change their strategic routes more
frequently (Astrachan et al., 2020; Kotlar et al., 2020). Previous research has drawn
attention to the fact that the long-term prospect towards which family SMEs work is
related to the ownership and management of the firm, which can also facilitate more
efficient decision channels than exist in non-family SMEs (Berrone, Cruz, and Gomez-
Mejia, 2012). However, this statement has been debated, as previous research has also
shown that the preservation of heritage in family SMEs may lead to more complex,
inhibited decision-making (De Massis, Kotlar, and Frattini, 2013).

However, the disadvantage of operating as a family SMEs is its vulnerability in relation
to the insecure nature of the market and in aligning to rapid economic, industrial, and
competitive changes (Cowan and Wright, 2016). There is a discovered complexity in



how family SMEs adapt to new or challenging business changes at the same time that
they must preserve the family heritage and values (Spielmann et al., 2022). Another
drawback of family SMEs is their dependency on the owner-family, as familial conflicts
can spill over to the firm (Zellweger, 2017).

Prior research has focused on both larger family firms and family SMEs, and many
differences have been identified (Kellermans et al., 2008; Peng and Jiang, 2010). While
the owner-family does indeed influence larger family firms through the underlying firm
values, these characteristics are even more present in family SMEs due to their firm
size and informal business culture (Kellermans et al., 2008). Another difference
between large and small family firms is opportunities to acquire resources, such as
competencies (Andersson et al., 2018). Although the owner-family’s values and visions
may influence larger family firms to a certain extent, this does not appear to hinder their
governance structure, as their business culture can be more open to non-family
employees and diverse competencies (Fernandez et al., 2019; Peng and Jiang, 2010).
This ultimately leads to better possibilities of finding, attracting, and retaining
specialised competencies compared to SMEs. Previous research has shown that family
SMEs have narrower strategies of acquiring competencies compared to non-family
SMEs (Williams et al., 2018; Woschke, Haase, and Kratzer, 2017), despite the former’s
importance for the global economy (Roffia et al., 2020).

2.2 Family SME Competencies

2.2.1 Competence: An Outline of Definitions

Competencies are part of organisational resources and are considered pivotal (McGrath,
MacMillan, and Venkataraman, 1995). The definition of a competence and its
management may vary due to the context in which it appears, as several terms might be
used, such as competence, competency, employee competency, and competence-based
management (e.g., Eraut, 1998; Herling, 2000; Le Deist and Winterton, 2005; Salman,
Ganie, and Saleem, 2020). The concept of competence has varied over time, and
multiple definitions exist (Moore, Cheng, and Dainty, 2002). Different contexts have
provided different views on what competences are and how they can be developed and
managed; the result is that the term is debatable (Skrinjari¢, 2022). For example, a study
from 2020 identified 16 definitions and dimensions of ‘competence’, all of which
occurred in differing contexts and disciplines (Salman, Ganie, and Saleem, 2020). One
definition is that a competence includes several aspects of advanced specialised
knowledge, skills, and self-actualisation (Bach and Sulikova, 2019). Hoffman (1999)
has proposed two definitions: ‘One referring to the outputs, or results of training — that
is, competent performance. The other definition refer[s] to the inputs, or underlying
attributes, required of a person to achieve competent performance’ (Hoffman,
1999:275). In the organisational perspective, some have proposed that competencies
‘are unique and firm-specific’ (Le Deist and Winterton, 2005:28). The multiple
meanings of competence and approaches to managing it have contributed to the deep
understanding of and research on human capital, employee qualifications, specialised
skills, and knowledge; however, little attention has been paid to the micro-perspective
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(i.e., the values, norms, and behaviours of the business owners) (Bach and Sulikova,
2019; Salman, Ganie, and Saleem, 2020; Skrinjari¢, 2022).

Furthermore, in this context, managing competencies refers to finding, attracting, and
retaining them (Salman, Ganie, and Saleen, 2020). However, to capture and frame the
term ‘competence’ fully in the sense of a vital resource used in rural family SMEs, there
is a need for a broader, more inclusive definition given the complex context. This
dissertation further develops Bach and Sulikova’s (2019) suggestion that ‘competence’
includes several aspects of advanced specialised knowledge, skills, and self-
actualisation by acknowledging competence as the skills, knowledge, and behaviours
within a firm (i.e., business perspective). The concept of competence is thus used to
explain the assemblage of skills, knowledge, and qualifications rather than focusing on
these parts separately, as many other definitions do.

Regardless of family or non-family ownership and management, without a functioning
team of competencies within an organisation, business performance may be ineffective
(Harland and Knight, 2001). Hence, prior research has drawn attention to essential and
specialised skills, knowledge, and qualifications that are involved in the workplace
team and thus the labour workforce within a firm (Chirico and Salvato, 2016; Camuffo,
Gerli, and Gubitta, 2012; Harland and Knight, 2001; Hodgson, 1998). A way for family
SMEs to manage their competencies is to engage in business networks, where skills
and knowledge can be accessed more extensively (Freiling, 2004; Hodgson, 1998).
Previous research has suggested that competencies are successfully managed when both
internal and external competencies are acquired and implemented (Fedyk and Hodson,
2023).

2.2.2 Views of Competencies in Family SMEs

Resources in family SMEs may also be allocated as the unique organisational culture
and trust-based commitment, and this applies to both family and non-family employees
within the firm (Pimentel, Serras Pires, and Almeida, 2020). Employees with and
without family ties work side by side and are generally especially committed to the
firm’s welfare (Astrachan et al., 2020; Kotlar et al., 2020; Zellweger, 2017). In the long-
term perspective, the incorporation and utilisation of resources results in unique family
SME competencies (Schell, Hiepler, and Moog, 2018). Hence, the concept of ‘family’
is present in the family SME resources because it brings unique knowledge into the
firm (Sharma et al., 2020). However, the ‘family’ also controls resources in a way that
may be selective (Sharma et al., 2020). Competencies, such as human capital, are
important business advantages in family SMEs, but the lack of access to accurate,
suitable competencies results in a resource lapse (Sharma et al., 2020). The unique
values, norms, and behaviours that the owner-family brings to the firm provide a solid
competitive advantage; however, they can also hinder competence diversity and
organisational growth. Family SMEs are commonly known for their unique workforce
composition and for their attachments to both family member management and staff,
as well as non-family member employees (Neckebrouck, Schulze, and Zellweger, 2018;
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Tabor et al.,, 2018). Additionally, family SMEs have a clear owner-oriented
management regarding employee retention and development compared to non-family
SMEs and thus use the competencies of existing employees more efficiently (Berrone,
Cruz, and Gomez-Mejia, 2012).

Prior research has concluded that the value of an organisation is limited by the amount
of knowledge and resources within it (Grant, 1996). As a result, organisations strive to
acquire more and specialised competencies by default, as this enables business
development. Rural family SMEs are no exception, as competencies in the form of
human capital and other knowledge-intensive resources are essential (Chirico and
Sirmon, 2011). Certain competencies and different personality characteristics are
needed for family SMEs to develop, progress, and benefit their long-term business
prospects (Kelleci et al., 2019; McAdam et al., 2019). A certain level of value must be
implemented in an organisation’s competencies (Grant, 1996) and may be related to,
for example, the value for customers or the firm’s managers. Rare competencies are
those that are unique to the specific firm; these may include unique skills or knowledge
that a firm possesses that competitors cannot imitate (Jang, 2013). If competencies such
as skills are inimitable, competitors do not use them or implement them on a broad scale
(Tasavori et al., 2021). Nevertheless, if these competitive competencies do not exist
within the firm, they may be developed (Tasavori et al., 2021). In line with this
suggestion, the concept of valuable competencies is introduced. It refers to an
organisation’s ability to upgrade and change its skills, knowledge, and qualifications
according to an uncertain and changing business environment (Tasavori et al., 2021).
The development of competencies may be pursued both internally and externally
(Hauswald et al., 2016; Schmidt et al., 2018). Some competencies are also shaped
within the organisation though interactions between individuals (Kelliher and Reinl,
2009; Schmidt et al., 2018). The competence of the top managers and their values,
norms, and behaviours, which they incorporate in management decisions, thus
influence the organisation’s strategic choices and directions (Barney and Felin, 2013;
Pittino et al., 2016).

2.3 Family SME Competence Strategies and Challenges
2.3.1 Strategies and Challenges

Strategy refers to an organisation’s long-term orientation, overall direction, and
motivating purpose (Schrdoder et al., 2021). Strategies are developed to give owners,
managers, employees, and external partners a mutual sense of the organisational culture,
the values of the firm, and the expected business outcomes and performance (Schroder
et al., 2021). Strategies are not always deliberate by default; they may also occur as a
result of a series of organisational decisions (Leitner, 2014). Hence, strategies may be
implicit, explicit, deliberate, or unintentional (Leitner, 2014). The strategy work for
organisations is most successful if it includes the implementation of forecasting
procedures, as these may help predict future threats and uncertainties in the macro
business environment (Leitner, 2014). In the family SME context, this is particularly
critical for reducing unexpected challenges (Eggers, 2020).
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The concept of strategy implies and communicates the firm’s core values, visions, and
the competitiveness (Barney, 1991). It also includes the development of competencies,
such as skills and knowledge, which is an important step in a firm’s strategy (Barney
1991; Grant, 2015). Strategies change constantly, as the business environment in which
a firm or organisation operates rapidly changes and demands other or updated strategic
tools to face new challenges (Kunisch et al., 2017). Strategy formulation may be formal
or informal, depending on the context, and the strategic goal of the firm relates to
implied organisational values and norms (Chua et al., 2018; Grant, 2015; MacGregor,
2004). Hence, strategy may play an important role, as it creates the firm’s common
ground. Previous research has stated that competencies can be investigated through
three units of measurement: shared vision, cooperation, and empowerment (Alrubaiee,
Agha, and Jamhour, 2012). Further, competencies are managed depending on industry
affiliation and thus the strategies attached to that management (Hitt and Ireland, 1985;
Morris et al., 2007; Wang and Sengupta, 2016).

For family SMEs, the strategic direction may be different from that of non-family SMEs,
as family SMEs may choose lower profitability in exchange for a solid, trust-based
business with a long-term orientation (Chrisman, Sharma, and Taggar, 2007; Danes and
Brewton, 1985). Strategies are built on the choices that the organisation makes
regarding the management of their acquired resources and their prospects of obtaining
new ones (Grant, 2021). As family SMEs are particularly vulnerable to change in their
external business environment, it is important that they carefully calculate their
strategic position and moves (Grant, 2021). Family SMEs are more complex and
require strategies that are even more calculated than those of non-family SMEs
(Schroder et al., 2021). Strategy in family SMEs may occasionally be related to
previous experiences and post-strategy calculations, which include routines and biases
(Nordqvist, 2012; Williams et al., 2018). It is also necessary to analyse the industry
context in which the family SME operates, as it may lead to both direct and indirect
effects on business performance (Messner, 2016). One of the most important parts of
the strategy work and the foundation of any firm is the management of competencies
(Demirkan, 2018). The resources within a firm can be divided into two parts; one refers
to what the firm ‘has’ and one to what it ‘is’. Financial assets, market accessibility, and
other aspects correspond to the former category, while competencies, including skills,
knowledge, and qualifications, correspond to the latter (Hambrick and Fredrickson,
2005). However, this statement is open to debate, as competencies may also be
considered something that the firm ‘has’ — the internal possession of competencies, as
well as the acquisition of external competencies. In this sense, competencies are
resources that a firm may possess and use (Demirkan, 2018). A firm does not solely
depend on its resources; it equally depends on how its resources are utilised, and the
effective use of resources within the firm is considered essential (Demirkan, 2018). This
knowledge comprises the challenges which family SMEs face, as competencies may be
far more than what the firm ‘is’. The management of internal competencies and the
acquisition of external competencies are thus equally important parts of what the firm
‘has’.



In family firms in particular, single individuals are more influential in relation to
strategy development (Kelleci et al., 2019). Such individuals, such as members of the
owner-family, may strongly affect an organisation’s strategic decisions, although not
all planned strategies are implemented (Kelleci et al., 2019). In the rural context, SMEs
greatly benefit from regional networks, whereas in larger organisations, regional
networks are prioritised less (Bellandi, 2001). Related to these SME regional networks,
firms may seek certain employee behaviours when recruiting. Generally, SMEs seek
employees who will preserve the firm’s spirit (Mustafa et al., 2018). These smaller
firms usually require employees to be team players, as resources are scarce (Korber and
McNaughton, 2017). To successfully implement strategy, the organisation must
encourage and nurture employees' skills, knowledge, and qualifications, as they may
become crucial (e.g., Hedner, Abouzeedan, and Klofsten, 2011; Korber and
McNaughton, 2017; Schepers, Vandekerhof, and Dillen, 2021).

Family SMEs face several challenges, and one of the most critical is ‘attracting and
retaining a skilled workforce’ (Pittino et al., 2016). Given the intensified competition
in the global business environment and in specific industries and geographical contexts,
family SMEs must develop and expand their sets of competencies, and SMEs generally
develop those that depend on their strategic goals and common ground (Basco and
Calabro, 2017). The set of competencies is used to reach the firm’s strategic goals, and
the strategies they develop are used to help the firm’s management determine whether
the current competencies align with its business goals or if adjustments may provide
better results in the future (Saner, Yiu, and Sendergaard, 2000). The single most
important factor for a successful set of competencies is the internal development of
skills, knowledge, and qualifications (Bashir and Verma, 2019). This includes the
expanded development of current competencies, such as employees, and is essential for
business growth and performance (Shee, 2006). Another key component for family
SMEs to reach their business goals is to develop strategies regarding partner alliances
(Hadjielias, Christofi, and Tarba, 2022).

Competence development is an example of a strategy that family firms apply to retain
valuable competencies within the firm (Zellweger, 2017). By investing in developing
competencies internally, family firms also maintain longevity business development
(Gudmunson and Danes, 2013; Rainey, 2010). In general, SMEs play an important role
regarding competence development, and it is particularly crucial to investigate their
strategies for competence development (Kock, Gill, and Ellstrém, 2006). There is a
relationship between the business environment and the competence development
strategies that SMEs apply (Katwalo, 2006). Family SMEs operate in a long-term
perspective because of their family ownership and generational continuity (Zahra et al.,
2008). However, an interesting contradictory finding is that the long-term strategies
that family SMEs apply may be costly in the short term, although beneficial in the long-
term perspective (De Massis, Kotlar, and Cassia, 2013; Katwalo, 2006; Kock, Gill, and
Ellstrém, 2006).
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Certain competencies and personal characteristics have a beneficial effect on the
management of family firms or family SMEs (Kelleci et al., 2019), and specific
competencies are crucial as key resources for successful business performance. This
includes, for instance, labour educated for specific, industry-based tasks (Cubico et al.,
2017; Hodgson, 1998). However, little attention has been given to determining whether
the challenges related to the severe workforce scarcity that rural family SMEs
experience, and the strategies used to meet these challenges, are industry- or location-
specific. Even fewer studies (e.g., Bau et al., 2019) have focused on the values, norms,
and behaviours connected to the widespread workforce scarcity in the most common
corporate form in the rural context: the family SME (e.g., Bjerke and Mellander, 2022;
Karlsson, 2018). It is therefore evident that there is still a need for further studies on
how rural family SMEs use strategies to manage rural competence scarcity.

2.4 Contextual Influence

2.4.1 Location

Research on family SME competence acquisition and retention with a contextual focus
remains rather limited, especially in the rural context (Beckmann, Garkisch, and Zeyen,
2023). In this dissertation, the rural aspect is explored in all three partial studies, and
this context presents unique possibilities. Firms operating in rural regions also face
several challenges (Greenberg, Farja, and Gimmon, 2018). Globally, in recent decades,
rural areas have declined in its attractiveness regarding both policy attention and
employment opportunities (Keuschnigg, Mutgan, and Hedstrom, 2019) in comparison
to urban and sub-urban contexts, where access to the market, transportation, broadband,
and individuals with specialised competencies is highly developed (Deller and Conroy,
2017). Previous research has identified a lack of resource acquisition opportunities for
SMEs, and the rural context adds to this challenge, as it restricts the possibilities of
pivotal SMEs finding, attracting, and retaining competitive resources, such as
competencies (Beckmann, Garkisch, and Zeyen, 2023; Garrod, Wornell, and Younell,
2006).

The local context in which family SMEs operate is significant for their longevity
business development, and one way of achieving this is contributing to and sharing the
values of the local community (Danes et al., 2008; Hanson, Hessel, and Danes, 2019).
However, the rural context may present several challenges for family SMEs operating
there (Siemens, 2012). One key obstacle is the low population density in rural areas,
which limits the number of people to choose from when recruiting employees (Karlsson,
2018, Siemens, 2012). A further challenge related to the rural context is the obstacle of
finding candidates with the necessary level of specialisation (Adeyinka-Ojo, 2018).
Thus, local employment and management of competencies are deeply intertwined with
the challenges that the rural context presents to family SMEs (Adeyinka-Ojo, 2018;
Karlsson, 2018; Siemens, 2012). Several macro-economic studies have focused on rural
areas regarding how family SMEs, in comparison with non-family SMEs, can increase
employment levels and rationalise their internal resources despite the scarcity of
available, qualified people (Bjerke and Johansson, 2015; Karlsson, 2018). To a large
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extent, family SMEs increase employment levels in rural areas compared to non-family
SMEs due to their unique governance structures (Backman and Palmberg, 2015).

The regional competence gap has severe impacts on rural areas in both short- and long-
term perspectives (Karlsson, 2018; Keuschnigg, Mutgan, and Hedstrém, 2019; Lindsay,
McCracken, and McQuaid, 2003). However, the difficulty of finding, attracting, and
retaining competencies has been shown to affect firms differently depending on
industry affiliation and the level of competence the firm requires (Ghani et al., 2022).
The rural context contributes to one specific problem related to rural family SMEs:
family members are hired as much as possible, although additional competencies are
needed (Cunningham, 2020). However, recruiting non-family employees may be
challenging, especially in the rural context, as the restriction of career opportunities and
occasionally short-term, insecure rural employment creates reluctance among people
with these competencies to work for family SMEs (Cunningham, 2020; Siemens, 2012).
Several studies have drawn attention to the macro-economic effects of workforce
scarcity and the lack of competencies in rural family SMEs with regard to overall
employment rates (e.g., Backman and Palmberg, 2015; Karlsson, 2018; Minola et al.,
2022). However, in-depth studies in business that address the values, norms, and
behaviours that are incorporated into rural family SME competence management
remain scarce, despite the topic’s importance. The first RQ of this dissertation
specifically focuses on this geographical aspect, as well as the industry affiliation.

2.4.2 Industry Affiliation

Competence management in industry-specific rural family SMEs may be unique due to
national employment policies (Chirico and Sirmon, 2011; Danes et al., 2008; Rainey,
2010). Different contextual factors may affect specific regions in terms of obtaining
matching competencies (Basco, 2015). Some contextual factors, including industry
affiliation, may influence a firm’s strategy process (Arend et al., 2017). Industry
affiliation has been acknowledged to play a vital role in how resources, such as
competencies, are allocated and retained (Arend et al., 2017). Industries are structured
in different ways and have different competence needs that guide their competence
management (e.g., Fernandez et al., 2019). While some may easily find and attract the
necessary competencies, others struggle to do so, which is also why differing strategies
are used to meet competence needs (e.g., Fernandez et al., 2019). Collaboration
between firms within the same industry can provide a way for them to meet specific
competence needs (Foss and Eriksen, 1995). Industry affiliation plays an important role
in local areas (such as rural ones) in that it determines the allocation of resources and
the cultivation of skills, knowledge, and qualifications within a firm (John and Pouder,
2006). Related competence management challenges include widespread retirement in
certain industries and how technologisation can compensate for these ‘lost’
competencies (Prieto-Sandoval et al., 2019).
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The research field related to industry has addressed the aspect of networking, that is,
where several firms are involved (Arana-Solares, Ortega-Jiménez, and Alfalla-Luque,
2019). These networks do not solely operate because of economic gains, but also
because of shared values and norms, and they include specific, related rules that
industry firm partners follow (Dutton, 2008). The shared values and norms within the
organisational networks are a ‘shared wisdom’ and common ground which the firms
within these networks collectively assemble (Arana-Solares, Ortega-Jiménez, and
Alfalla-Luque, 2019). The organisational industrial networks gain legitimacy when
firms within them begin following the rules, behaviours, norms, and values that the
network has created (Dutton, 2008; Arana-Solares, Ortega-Jiménez, and Alfalla-Luque,
2019). Legitimacy is achieved through the common values and norms by which the
organisational members live and act (Della Piana, Vecchi, and Vivacqua, 2015; Kraus
et al., 2020). The organisational networks create sense-making within the network and
develop expectations from individual organisational members to behave or act in a
certain way regarding specific situations, events, or decisions (Della Piana, Vecchi, and
Vivacqua, 2015).

2.4.3 Competence Diversity

Because of the unique constellation of family values, business, and preservation of
heritage in family SMEs (de Groote et al., 2023), one important theme is competence
diversity. Interest in diversity in family firms has grown in recent years (e.g., Calabro
etal., 2019). Diversity is complex in terms of multifaceted workforce composition (e.g.,
Cho, Kim, and Barak, 2017), but research has not thoroughly addressed competence
diversity specifically. Competence diversity is also known as the variation of
competencies within an organisation (e.g., Calabro et al., 2019). Few studies have
examined how competence diversity is managed in rural family SMEs (e.g., Loufrani-
Fedida and Aldebert, 2021). Previous research has mainly focused on diversity in SMEs
as equality in terms of gender and ethnicity (Woodhams and Lupton, 2009), while
diversity in competencies such as skills, knowledge, and qualifications has not been
highlighted. In family SMEs, ‘family’ (e.g., values, heritage preservation) strongly
affects firms in terms of the narrow selection of employees and the limited influence
from non-family employees (Botero et al., 2012). Hence, diversity research in family
firms remains scarce, especially in rural family SMEs and particularly micro-firms.
Thus, the complexity of rural family SMEs and their specific set of organisational
values, norms, and behaviours, as well as the influence of ‘family’, has not been
properly addressed. As interest in diversity research related to family firms has
increased, including a need for research on competence diversity (e.g., Calabro et al.,
2019), this dissertation explores this topic.

Strategy work regarding diversity is performed differently in family firms than in non-
family firms, and competence management strategies therefore may differ greatly
between family and non-family firms (Wielsma and Brunninge, 2019). Although a
rather broad stream of research exists in the field of family firms and strategy (e.g.,
Hanson, Hessel, and Danes, 2019; Salvato and Corbetta, 2014), research on non-profit
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goals and competence diversity in family firms remains limited (Hanson, Hessel, and
Danes, 2019; Sorenson, 2014). More research is needed regarding how family firms
allocate their resources and how this refers to an industrial context and diversity (Roffia
etal., 2021). Itis clear, though, that the organisational environment is different in family
firms — especially in family SMEs — compared to non-family firms (Tipu, 2018).
However, what this difference devolves upon in a micro-perspective (i.e., values, norms,
and behaviours), is still rather unknown. Family firms greatly depend on the diversity
of human capital and resourceful skills assets, in line with the preservation of their
family spirit and the family-influenced organisational environment (Tipu, 2018). The
resource approach of competencies in family firms is thus important, as it may reveal
underlying behaviours related to competence diversity (Tipu, 2018). Further research
is needed on resource allocation, with a special focus on competence diversity, such as
mixed skills, knowledge, and qualifications in family SMEs, and it is necessary to
analyse the ways in which family SMEs employ and attract a diverse set of
competencies (Schell, Hiepler, and Moog, 2018; Steiner and Muethel, 2014).

In family firms, the firm becomes an extension of the family and incorporates its values,
norms, and behaviours (Bau et al., 2019). The ownership perspective is thus important,
as the founders tend to influence the employees and strategies with his/her own values,
norms, and behaviour (Aldrich and Cliff, 2003). The founders generally employ
individuals with values, norms, and behaviours that already exist within the family firm
(Astrachan and Botero, 2017). Ultimately, this creates the family spirit of the firm. Trust
is an important aspect of the family SME, especially from a social capital perspective
(Howorth et al., 2010). Competence-based trust is also important, as it contributes to
competitive advantages (Astrachan and Botero, 2017).

The workforce within family SMEs tends to be less diverse than in non-family firms
(Werner, Schroder, and Chlosta, 2018). Family members are expected to fill
management and employment positions, and non-family employees are prevented from
showing their true talents (Mustafa et al., 2018). This may lead to an imbalance in
competencies within the organisation, that is, to a form of incompetence development
(Mustafa et al., 2018). The strategic management process within family firms includes
financial and economic goals, as well as non-financial goals (Vazquez and Rocha,
2018). In family SMEs, non-financial goals are usually prioritised in the employment
process rather than selecting the top candidate for an open position (Vazquez and Rocha,
2018). On the other hand, family SMEs may have difficulty finding suitable candidates
for employment, as individuals with specialised skills may choose to work for non-
family firms, where they have an increased chance of advancing in their careers through
promotions (Haynie, Franco-Watkins, and Ring, 2021; K6hn, Ruf, and Moog, 2023;
Werner, Schroder, and Chlosta, 2018). Research on family firms has discussed the
development of core competencies versus adding new abilities to increase competence
diversity; this is a question of internal or external competence development (Astrachan
and Botero, 2017; Campbell and Park, 2016). Hence, family firms may be hesitant
regarding change and thus competence diversity, as they often apply a long-term,
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strategic perspective which is not easily changed (Chadwick and Dawson, 2018).
Despite this disadvantage for family SMEs operating in rural contexts, there are also
significant advantages, such as increased loyalty, strong ties to the local community,
and a willingness to cooperate and network with other local firms (Hadjielias, Christofi,
and Tarba, 2022).

Family firms may improve their business performance by hiring family members as
well as temporary employees, as temporary employees have been shown to have a
positive impact on family firm outcomes regarding diversity (Chua et al., 2018; Olson
et al., 2003). The ownership form of an organisation influences strategic routes and
decisions, and thus the ownership governance and the incorporated values, norms,
behaviours, and heritage significantly influence family firms; in turn, this affects
strategic decisions regarding implementing diversity (Nordqvist, 2005). Typically, the
primary goal of family firms is to have a strategy that lasts for generations, which may
prevent potential competence diversity in the short term (e.g., Barbera, Stamm, and
DeWitt, 2018; Bjuggren, Johansson, and Sjogren, 2011; Erdogan, Rondi, and De
Massis, 2020).

An organisation’s values and norms are generally connected to the moral aspect of
organisational decisions and behaviours (George and Dane, 2016). A firm’s
organisational behaviours often refer to everyday work routines and how standard
procedures operate within an organisation (Hitt et al., 2017). Organisational
assumptions, meanwhile, generally refer to a firm’s ‘spirit’, which guides
organisational members in responding to potential situations and encourages certain
organisational behaviours (e.g., Hitt et al., 2017; George and Dane, 2016). In this way,
the organisation may expect individual members to act in a specific way and to respond
to situations in a particular manner. These organisational assumptions and expectations
may result in a less dynamic mindset regarding strategic change and competence
diversity (e.g., Manuti and Giancaspro, 2019). The organisational identity differs from
the organisational culture; it refers to how individual members view the collective work
of the organisation and what it stands for (Manuti and Giancaspro, 2019). In family
firms, this may be true, as people within the firm strongly shape both its identity and
culture due to the family ownership structure (Bau et al., 2019). This identity and
culture perspective also includes the unique trait of family firms’ familiness. In most
organisations, strategic competencies are implemented in the organisational culture,
and it is therefore important to understand how the internal culture operates, as it affects
future strategy development, strategic change, and, ultimately, competence diversity
(Warrick, 2017). However, the organisational culture and historical competencies may
lead to reluctance regarding strategic changes and diversity (e.g., Della Piana, Vecchi,
and Vivacqua, 2015; Manuti and Giancaspro, 2019; Warrick, 2017). The second RQ of
this dissertation concerns competence diversity in rural family SMEs, as this aspect is
crucial in understanding competence management strategies and the behaviours from
which they originate.

25



2.5 Business Disruptions in Family SMEs

2.5.1 The Covid-19 Pandemic as a Business Disruption

In times of societal or economic crises, organisations require valuable resources, such
as competencies, to survive (Hong, Huang, and Li, 2012). Strategies may be upgraded
according to uncertain business environment events by developing products, services,
skills, knowledge, and employees (Grant, 2015). In times of business disruptions, the
strategy development process can enable creativity and combine competencies
(Juergensen, Guimoén, and Narula, 2020). In this sense, the strategy process underpins
a greater understanding of the ever-changing business environment and the competition
that a firm face. Furthermore, in turbulent times, strategic choices must be even more
flexible and responsive, as the business environment may rapidly change or be
‘disrupted’ (Besler and Sezerel, 2012; Grant, 2015). The values, norms, and behaviours
behind strategic decisions and actions are especially little outspoken in SMEs, as the
business owner typically processes and enacts them alone rather than communicating
them openly as a large-scale business strategy (Anderson, Osseichuk, and Illingworth,
2010). Strategic choices and intentions may be even less outspoken in family SMEs
because of the small size, close teams, and the owner-family (Herbane, 2019). In larger
organisations, strategic intentions are generally more openly communicated to
employees (Grant, 2015).

In industries where the business environment is likely to change rapidly, firms must be
persistent regarding strategy development (Anderson, Osseichuk, and Illingworth,
2010), and their level of endurance is commonly measured by their ability to bounce
back from business environment changes, such as economic or societal crises (Schepers,
Vandekerkhof, and Dillen, 2021). Previous research on crisis management has
established that ‘small rural firms’ survival depends on their ability to respond to threats
and opportunities presented by the external environment’ (Anderson, Osseichuk, and
Ilingworth, 2010:47). The business resilience perspective considers an organisation’s
recovery after an unexpected event, and strategic resilience may include organisational
preparedness, such as increasing financial reserves in case of a sudden business
environmental change (Schepers, Vandekerkhof, and Dillen, 2021). In general,
organisational resilience requires firms to prepare several reserves in case of an
unexpected event, and it is important that they use these resources wisely to become a
more resilient organisation (Herbane, 2019).

The business environment is inconstant and ever-changing, and various issues or
business disruptions can affect whether a strategy is realised within an organisation
(e.g., Zahra et al., 2008). According to Acquaah, Amoako-Gyampah, and Jayaram
(2011), societal economic crises may lead to increased competition between firms, and
these put pressure on firms to be resilient. Firm resilience is a strategic requirement for
managing business disruptions in the long term (Hedner, Abouzeedan, and Klofsten,
2011; Korber and McNaughton, 2017). Family SMEs in particular may benefit more
from flexibility in competitive strategy and thus develop crisis endurance (Stephens,
McLaughlin, and McLaughlin, 2021).
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The Covid-19 pandemic rapidly changed the world, including the business environment
for firms and organisations (Kraus et al., 2020). The pandemic restricted the ways in
which business was conducted and affected almost all organisations worldwide (Eggers,
2020). One type of firm that the Covid-19 pandemic greatly affected was family SMEs
(Calabro et al., 2021). The Covid-19 pandemic had several levels, which family SMEs
managed in different ways, and business disruptions presented new types of challenges
(Calabro et al., 2021; Kraus et al., 2020). As with previous societal crises, the Covid-
19 pandemic showed that firms adapted their strategies and business models according
to their rapidly changing business environment (Eggers, 2020). One strategy that
changed on a large scale and in a short amount of time due to the Covid-19 pandemic
was organisational digitalisation (Miceli et al., 2021). Additionally, organisations
developed a stronger sense of solidarity during the Covid-19 pandemic, and this
affected their strategies (Eggers, 2020). According to cross-national research, in
contrast to non-family SMEs, family SMEs strategically managed the Covid-19
pandemic in different ways, both socially and in terms of business (Kraus et al., 2020).

In recent years, there have been calls for research on family SME complexity, strategies,
and specific industry affiliations (Rovelli et al., 2021). However, there is limited
research on rural family SMEs’ competence management strategies and industry
affiliation during the Covid-19 pandemic (e.g., Sabel, Dalborg, and von Friedrichs,
2023). One related concept, coopetition, emerged as a research subject in the last two
decades (Gast et al., 2015; Gast et al., 2019). However, the literature on this subject
does not address all aspects, such as the values, norms, and behaviours that guide the
use of this strategy. Few studies have analysed family SMEs and coopetition (e.g., Gast,
2017; Kallmuenzer et al., 2022; Sabel, Dalborg, von Friedrichs, and Kallmuenzer, 2024)
in times of crisis, and even fewer have addressed rural family SMEs and network
coopetition in this context. Coopetition involves protection mechanisms (Gast et al.,
2015; Guenther, 2022) that are interesting to investigate further in a family micro-firm
context.

2.5.2 Coopetition as a Competence Management Strategy

The structure of an industry in which a firm operates may determine its competitiveness
(Bhawsar and Chattopadhyay, 2015). In some industries, competition is high, while in
others, strategies for coping with competition are managed differently, such as through
coopetition, which refers to simultaneous cooperation and competition among firms
(Bengtsson, Eriksson, and Wincent, 2010; Crick and Crick, 2021; Grant, 2015; Mathias
et al., 2017). It has been shown that coopetition between several firms is preferred in
certain market-related situations in which circumstances make it difficult to compete
profitably (Mathias et al., 2017). This is also referred to as metwork coopetition’
(Bouncken et al., 2015; Lascaux, 2020). Within an industry, firms may agree on the
competitive structures, manners, collaborations, and business models (e.g., Morris et
al., 2007). However, the business strategies of each firm within the industry may differ
in terms of collaboration. In this perspective, as firm resources, competencies refer to
employees’ skills, knowledge, and qualifications as well as those of the management.
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Nevertheless, one aspect that may decrease value and competencies within a firm is a
complex, bureaucratic organisational structure (e.g., Barney, 2001). Such structures are
more common in larger firms than in rural family SMEs (Kotey and Folker, 2007).
Collaboration may thus be valuable to share resources such as competencies.

Firms may benefit from geographical and firm-specific advantages, including their
unique competencies. The geographical aspect of firm advantages may be related to its
location and includes the firm’s values and localness (Danes et al., 2008). Today’s firms
face demands related to operating locally and on a broader scale, which may be difficult
to combine (Bau et al., 2019). Local conditions may provide organisations a
competitive advantage; however, local markets may also present specific demands and
lead to challenges, such as managing scarce competencies (e.g., Barney, 2001; Artz,
Kim, and Orazem, 2016; Tillmar and Lindkvist, 2007). Furthermore, in local
communities where several firms with similar products, services, and markets operate,
industry-specific networks tend to develop, resulting in coopetition (Ribeiro-Soriano,
2017). These industry-specific networks are created for competing firms to collaborate
in certain business areas and sometimes in the same geographical areas. Industry
business networks may benefit firms, as they reduce costs and uncertainty within the
industry; however, coopetition adds another level to the collaboration in terms of shared
knowledge and added value (Beckmann, Garkisch, and Zeyen, 2023).

If an organisation will soon enter a new market, it may increase its commitment to that
market by gradually developing more competencies (e.g., Ribeiro-Soriano, 2017). The
firm must determine which resources, including skills, are needed for its strategies
(Ribeiro-Soriano, 2017). If the proper resources do not exist within the firm, its
management may have to look externally, through networks and collaboration with
competitors. Family SMEs may have deliberate intensions from the owner-family, and
shared values, norms, and behaviours guide the organisation and employees in a
particular direction (Chua et al., 2018). Additionally, family firm-owners generally
control the strategy development processes through their embodied vision, values, or
norms over several generations (e.g., Chua et al., 2018). As strategic processes can be
complex and depend on various aspects, this is especially true of rural family SMEs.
When unexpected events or business disruptions occur, strategies sometimes must be
changed to navigate challenging times. In such conditions, networks and collaboration
among competitors can help firms endure crises (Beckmann, Garkisch and Zeyen,
2023). The fourth paper of this dissertation specifically addresses coopetition, targeting
this form of collaboration under special circumstances, that is, business disruptions.
The theme of coopetition and its role in rural family SME strategy work are also
discussed in relation to the third RQ.
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3 Theoretical Framework

This dissertation relies on the theoretical framework of the RBV and SEW theory to
analyse the empirical findings and respond to the purpose and RQs. In this following
chapter, these two theoretical perspectives are presented and explained.

3.1 Strategic Management Framework

The strategic management framework applies to family business research in that it
‘deal[s] with the relation between family and work, recognising that these relations can
have an important influence on the strategic management process in family firms’
(Sharma, Chrisman, and Chua, 1997:2). Sharma, Chrisman, and Chua (1997:2) have
argued that strategic management in the family business context is relevant because it
‘implies that there are goals being pursued, a strategy designed to fulfil those goals, and
mechanisms in place to implement the strategy and control the firm’s progress toward
the achievement of its goals’.

In the field of strategic management, the RBV is a dominant paradigm and is used to
explain resource allocation in family business research (Hanson, Hessel, and Danes,
2019). Its focus on firm resource allocation and management has further been used to
explain how firms work with resources as assets to achieve competitive advantages
(Hanson, Hessel, and Danes, 2019). Although RBV may be a useful theoretical
perspective to apply when investigating how firms allocate competencies and utilise
them internally (Barney, 1991), the theory lacks a clear explanation regarding firm
diversity that depends on, for example, firm size, ownership governance, alternative
business goals, and organisational behaviours that guide the management of
competencies. As the primary focus of RBV is to explain how firms allocate resources
to gain profitable competitive advantages on the market (Barney, 1991), it does not
account for the fact that, for some firms, financial gain or profit is not the main focus.
In this sense, RBV cannot fully explain the underlying values, norms, and behaviours
related to family SMEs’ unique allocation and management of competencies, nor does
it explain why family values and heritage may be more important than business growth
or profit. To account for these aspects, a complementary theoretical framework is thus
needed. This dissertation adopts SEW theory, which comes from the strategic
management framework, to explain different managerial aspects with a focus on family
firms’ unique traits (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). SEW theory emphasises the emotional
levels of family firms and explores how the owner-family influences strategic
management decisions (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007).

3.1.1 The Resource-based View (RBV)

RBYV has been established within the strategic management discipline since it was first
widely acknowledged by researchers such as Wernerfelt, Barney and Grant (Hanson,
Hessel, and Danes, 2019). It explains how firms find, attract, and retain unique internal
resources to gain competitive advantages (Barney, 1991). Although there is debate
regarding whether it is a perspective or a theory, RBV is still applicable to the
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phenomenon of firm resource allocation (Kraaijenbrink, Spender, and Groen, 2010).
RBV explains the value of finding, attracting, and retaining competencies by
emphasising the internal use of resources and competencies, and it highlights different
factors that influence this management (Barney, 1991, Grant, 1996). It also allows
further exploration of the understudied external aspect of resource allocation in terms
of competencies (e.g., Gellweiler, 2018). In SMEs where resources are scarce, an
important aspect of resource allocation involves bringing competencies into a firm
(Hanson, Hessel, and Danes, 2019). It is therefore valuable to outline the values, norms,
and behaviours that guide this management and to map out the complexity of rural
family SME competence management; doing so makes it possible to capture how
competence scarcity challenges these firms.

As RBV primarily focuses on a firm’s internal resources and thus overlooks the
importance of the external allocation — finding, attracting, and retaining — of resources,
it is important to include the external perspective (Gellweiler, 2018; Sabel, Dalborg,
von Friedrichs, and Kallmuenzer, 2024). Researchers have thus mainly used RBV to
explain how a firm’s internal resources are utilised to gain competitive advantages (e.g.,
Barney, 1991). However, this dissertation moves beyond this perception and examines
how rural family SMEs find, attract, and retain competencies both internally and
externally, and it considers the values that guide the strategies of tying essential
competencies to these firms. The RBV literature has suggested that family firms operate
on three levels regarding resources: 1) the structural dimension (e.g., internal networks),
ii) the cognitive dimension (e.g., shared language), and iii) the relational dimension
(e.g., trust, norms, values, and motives) (Pearson et al., 2008) (see Table I). These three
dimensions of family firm competence allocation are fundamental in this dissertation,
as they capture how rural family SMEs use networks to allocate competencies and why
shared language is particularly important in their competence management strategies.
Further, they demonstrate how values, norms, and behaviours guide these strategies of
allocating competencies. The three dimensions and themes of RBV are used as a
theoretical framework in this dissertation to respond to the ‘how’ of the RQs.

Table 1. RBV and the family SME perspective (inspired by Pearson et al., 2008).

RBYV Dimensions RBYV Themes
i) Structural Dimension Internal Networks
ii) Cognitive Dimension Shared Language
iii) Relational Dimension Trust, Norms, Values, Motives

3.1.2 Socio-Emotional Wealth Theory (SEW)

As the RQs of this dissertation are based on four aspects of competence management
in rural family SMEs, it is clear that the RBV alone could not serve as a theoretical
framework to explain how these firms find, attract, and retain competencies. A broader
set of theoretical tools is needed to capture the familiness perspective of competence
management and the competence strategies aligned with this perspective.
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Family business researchers have used the SEW theory in recent years to capture the
relationships between the strategic management of family firms and the concept of
familiness (Martinez-Romero and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016). SEW was first introduced and
phrased by Gomez-Mejia et al. in 2007, and since then, it has been used to explain
unique family firm behaviour (Martinez-Romero and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016). The theory
highlights unique and considerable traits of familiness in family firm strategic
management (Berrone, Cruz, and Gomez-Megjia, 2012). Gomez-Mejia et al. (2007:106)
have described SEW Theory as the ‘non-financial aspects of the firm that meet the
family's affective needs, such as identity, the ability to exercise family influence, and
the perpetuation of the family dynasty’. The theory provides a detailed explanation of
the strong attachments between the owner-family and the firm, which results in more
risk reluctance in family firms compared to non-family firms, as the preservation of
familiness is prioritised over maximising profit (Berrone, Cruz, and Gomez-Mejia,
2012). This theoretical lens reveals that it is more important to preserve ‘the fulfilment
of family obligations based on blood ties rather than on strict criteria of competence
and the opportunity to be altruistic to family members’ (Martinez-Romero and Rojo-
Ramirez, 2016:2).

SEW suggests that it is nearly impossible to separate family values and emotions, and
thus familiness, from the firm (Martinez-Romero and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016).
Furthermore, the theory explores the advantages and disadvantages of family firms. On
the one hand, family firms are generally long-term orientated, steadfast businesses, and
trustworthy employers (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). On the other hand, family firms
strongly depend on the owner-family’s behaviours, decision-making, and strategies,
and family members are generally appointed to top management positions regardless
of competence (Martinez-Romero and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016). In SEW theory, resources
are managed through decision-making, and this process is closely linked to the owner-
family. According to SEW theory, the owner-family’s values, norms, and behaviours
heavily influence strategic management decisions, and employees with non-family
attachments have little control (Martinez-Romero and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016). However,
SEW theory has been questioned as an overall explanatory framework for all family
firms’ behaviour, as such firms are heterogeneous in several ways (Murphy, Huybrechts,
and Lambrechts, 2019). Smaller family firms (SMEs or micro-firms) generally have
more concentrated family-ownership influence, which also results in higher levels of
socio-emotional wealth; thus, they are more governed by their ownership (Gomez-
Mejia et al., 2007), while SEW theory may be expressed in a rather different way in
larger family firms (Murphy, Huybrechts, and Lambrechts, 2019).

It is well known that family firms (especially SMEs) are reluctant ‘to give all (non-
family) employees a greater say in organisational decision-making — in the name of the
“family control and influence dimension” of SEW (Zientara, 2017:195). However, it
is not known how this preservation of family firms’ familiness affects their competence
management strategies. Like RBV, SEW theory does not represent a definite,
measurable truth; rather, it provides a theoretical framework that can create a better
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understanding of different aspects of family firms, with particular focus on the
emotional perspective (Hasenzagla, Hatakb, and Frank, 2018). Again, like RBV, SEW
offers a deeper understanding of competencies as essential resources in family firms,
although it also captures familiness, such as reluctance towards risk and the inclusion
of external competencies (Zientara, 2017). While previous research has addressed
familiness and diversity in the sense of ethnicity, gender, and minorities in the
workplace (Das, 2022; Gao, Liu, and Wang, 2022), few studies have focused on
competence diversity in family SMEs where competencies are defined as skills,
knowledge, and qualifications (Reid et al., 2002). This dissertation considers
competence diversity, namely diversity in skills, knowledge, and qualifications, and
SEW is applied as an analytical tool. To respond to the ‘how’ of the RQs, it was
necessary to add several perspectives from SEW theory to complement the RBV. The
SEW themes of familiness, competence diversity, and reluctance towards risk were
centred, as these can capture the ‘why’ of rural family SMEs’ competence management
and competence strategies (Table 2).

Table 2. SEW and the family SME perspective (inspired by Das, 2022; Gao, Liu, and Wang, 2022).

SEW Perspective SEW Themes
— Familiness
Rural Family SMEs — Competence Diversity

Reluctance Towards Risk

3.1.3 Bringing Two Theories Together

As RBYV focuses on resources such as competencies, and SEW concerns family firms’
perspective of familiness, the two theories complement one another in responding to
the RQs. RBV is used in the partial studies to map out how rural family SMEs find,
attract, and retain necessary competencies, while the SEW perspective accounts for the
familiness aspect of competence management. SEW Theory can provide a better
understanding of how familiness affects competence management strategies and
ultimately competence diversity. This proved successful in terms of capturing both the
aspect of competencies as resources and the role that familiness plays in rural family
SMEs when finding, attracting, and retaining competencies. The three RQs concern
four aspects (location, industry affiliation, competence diversity, and business
disruptions), and both RBV and SEW proved applicable in explaining how these
aspects influence finding, attracting, and retaining competencies in rural family SMEs.
RBV provides a framework to understand how resources are managed among several
firms in collaboration when resources are scarce. Meanwhile, SEW explains how
collaboration is structured due to familiness. One example of combining the two
theories comes from Habbershon and Williams (1999:1), who have explained the
importance of mapping out family SME resource (competence) allocation through RBV
as ‘the bundle of resources that are distinctive to a firm as a result of family involvement
are identified as the familiness of the firm’. This study demonstrates that these theories
can be combined to capture resource allocation and specific family firm traits. To
summarise, this dissertation’s three RQs concern four aspects relating to competence
management strategies in rural family SMEs; RBV is applied to understand how, while
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SEW is applied to understand why. Both the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ of the RQs deepen
the understanding of competence management in rural family SMEs, and RBV and
SEW are applied to analyse the findings.

3.2 Summary and Positioning

To summarise the literature review and the theoretical framework, regardless of size,
ownership form, location, and other categories, all firms depend on competencies,
which are defined as skills, knowledge, and qualifications (Barney, 1991; Garrod,
Wornell, and Youell, 2006; Neffke and Henning, 2013; Nordhaug and Gr@nhaug,
1994). However, research based on RBV has concluded that family SMEs act
differently in terms of resource acquisition and retention compared to non-family SMEs
(Werner, Schroder, and Chlosta, 2018). Research has not yet addressed how
competence resources are managed strategically in family SMEs. Such knowledge
could be valuable, particularly for family SMEs located in rural contexts, as this setting
amplifies challenges related to finding, attracting, and retaining competencies. The role
of a rural location (e.g., Karlsson, 2018), industry affiliation (e.g., Kallmuenzer and
Peters, 2018), and competence diversity (e.g., Reid et al., 2002) should be outlined to
reveal previously undiscovered reasons for certain strategies that rural family SMEs
adopt in connection to competence management. Additionally, RBV can also clarify
how business disruptions may change rural family SMEs’ practices and clarify the role
of networking in enduring these disruptions (Kraus, 2020; Schepers, Vandekerhof, and
Dillen, 2021). Therefore, this dissertation presents three partial studies that explore
different aspects of this competence allocation and management in family SMEs. The
first partial study examines how industry affiliation and location affect rural family
SME competence challenges and management. The study goes beyond industry
affiliation and location and focuses on family values (familiness) and competence
diversity by exploring the values, norms, and behaviours of rural family SME-owners.
The second and the third partial studies concern the context of business disruptions and
investigate their impact on rural family SME competence management. The third
partial study focuses especially on rural family SME coopetition as a competence
strategy to endure business disruptions, such as crises.

As previously mentioned, four fundamental aspects (location, industry affiliation,
competence diversity, and business disruptions) guide the discussion of rural family
SME competence management and challenges in this dissertation. An RBV and an
SEW perspective are applied to better understand how rural family SMEs find, attract,
and retain competencies in terms of allocating these resources, as well as why they
apply certain competence management strategies. It is thus valuable to use an RBV
perspective to outline how geographical location and industry affiliation affect the
allocation of competencies, as well as how rural family SMEs allocate and manage
competencies during business disruptions. Furthermore, it is also important to
investigate the relationship between competence diversity and industry affiliation, as
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well as the potential effect of familiness during business disruptions, which also refers
to SEW Theory.

The first RQ targets the prerequisites and strategies of competence management in
relation to industry affiliation and location and is further elaborated in Paper I. This
paper addresses the challenges related to finding, attracting, and retaining competencies
(i.e., the allocation of resources — RBV). The second RQ concerns how and why
familiness affects competence diversity in terms of finding, attracting, and retaining
competencies (i.e., values and norm influence — SEW, as well as allocation of resources
— RBV) and is further discussed in Paper II. The relationship between industry
affiliation and levels of competence diversity is also examined. The third RQ elaborates
on the competence management strategies that are applied to enhance entrepreneurial
resilience during business disruptions and why; this topic is further discussed in Paper
IIT and Paper IV. This RQ considers both the allocation of resources — RBV — and the
familiness aspect — SEW, as both can play an essential role regarding business
disruptions and competence management. Both the location of the firms and the
influence of familiness are considered regarding their influence on competence
management strategies during business disruptions. Industry affiliation is considered a
vital part of competence management strategies during business disruptions. Each
crucial aspect of this dissertation is included in and positioned through the following
model (Figure I):
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Figure 1: The positioning of the RQs, papers, and the four fundamental aspects.
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4 Methodology

This chapter presents an overview of the methodological standpoints and techniques
adopted to answer the RQs through the empirical studies.

4.1 Research Approach and Pre-understanding

At the start of my PhD journey, I was interested in examining rural family SMEs due
to their importance in national and global economy (see the Introduction) and rural
competence scarcity, which is increasing at an alarming rate. This led me to observe
how firms operate and to consider the values and norms they use to manage
competencies. I initially followed the niche research stream of societal rural workforce
scarcity to learn more about which components and findings had already been observed
and which remained unclear. Societal studies have shown an increasing workforce
scarcity in rural areas, although they approach this problem from an overarching
national and economic perspective (e.g., Backman and Palmberg, 2015; Karlsson, 2018;
Keuschnigg, Mutgan, and Hedstrom, 2019). However, I wanted to delve deeper into
the underlying values, norms, and behaviours, beyond the competence scarcity. This
way done by approaching rural family SME owners to learn about their personal lived
experiences: how rural competence scarcity affected their everyday lives and their
competence management. | wanted to examine the own personal words of the rural
family SME-owners how they describe their lived experiences of the rural competence
scarcity, and how the Employment Protection Act, rural competence emigration, and
other crucial aspects affect their management of competencies.

When approaching this topic, I had limited pre-understanding of the internal work of
rural family SMEs. My limited prior experience of such firms’ concerns being a
bystander and observing the phenomenon in relation to relatives and acquaintances
working in small family firms in rural settings. My lack of expertise in rural family
SME competence management, presumably distinguished my interpretations and views
of their lived experiences and reality slightly from those of individuals within such
firms. With close relationships and prior experience of the research object, I may have
approached and interpreted the empirical data differently. Nevertheless, I believe that
there is always a certain level of subjectivity when interpreting empirical data,
regardless of the researcher’s prior experience, as absolute objectivity is difficult to
reach (Drost, 2011).

As I observed my object of research, it was necessary to examine my own level of
subjectivity. When conducting empirical research, it is highly recommended and
appropriate to take a step back and observe the researchers’ craft, as well as the
ontological and epistemological standpoints that the researcher adopts (Drost, 2011).
They key theme of this dissertation is to clarify the management of finding, attracting,
and retaining competencies by examining the values, norms, and behaviours of rural
family SME owners, and I expected that qualitative methodological techniques would
generate the knowledge I sought to respond to the RQs. I initially applied a qualitative
approach, as it allows for focus on lived experiences, values, and a deeper
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understanding of the research object (Jemna, 2016). Qualitative methods originate with
an inductive standpoint, and interpretation is the foundation (Arbnor and Bjerke, 2008;
Kennedy and Thornberg, 2018). In this case, I had a rather broad theoretical pre-
understanding of the research object in terms of reviewing relevant prior literature. For
example, I developed interview guides by relying on literature established within the
family business field. My first two RQs consider how industry affiliation, location,
familiness, and competence diversity are connected to the competence management of
rural family SMEs, and a qualitative approach could help to answer this question. I
wanted to use qualitative methods because they provided an opportunity to notice subtle
tendencies (Jemna, 2016; Kennedy and Thornberg, 2018; Willig, 2017) in conversation
with the family SME owners. I expected to find clues about competence management
by examining the everyday, lived experiences, and reality of the rural family SMEs
through qualitative methods. Generally, qualitative methods provide insight into ‘how’
or ‘why’ questions (Willig, 2017), which quantitative methods often fail to do because
they focus on exact statistical measurements and use a deductive standpoint (Jago, 2013;
Kennedy and Thornberg, 2018). This made the qualitative, interpretive approach more
useful for me in my quest for broader knowledge about underlying values, norms, and
behaviours.

Halfway through my PhD studies, the Covid-19 pandemic began (Feyisa, 2020; Mallya
and D’Silva, 2020), changing the context of my research object and thus the
phenomenon I studied. Like many researchers at the time, I noticed a transformation in
the overall global and national business environments due to pandemic-related business
disruptions (Feyisa, 2020), which led me to the continuous search for possible changed
behaviours and management practices in rural family SMEs. I wanted to explore if the
already strained situation of competence scarcity in rural family SMEs in any way
changed due to the pandemic and whether other strategies were adopted. I was made
aware that some industries were hit harder by the pandemic, due to societal restrictions,
changed product demands, and turnover regression (Feyisa, 2020). I thus became
curious about the two industries that I had already researched prior to the pandemic:
manufacturing and tourism. I wanted to examine whether these important industries
and contributors to rural business prosperity changed their modes of operation and how
they coped with the new challenges. For instance, I received information that the
pandemic strongly affected the tourism industry because of travel restrictions that
affected tourist destinations, closed hotels, and limited restaurant visitors (Ugur and
Akbiyik, 2020).

The third RQ of this dissertation focuses on both how and why rural family SMEs apply
competence management strategies in challenging times, in this case, the Covid-19
pandemic. I wanted to learn how and why rural family SMEs used these strategies to
endure the Covid-19 pandemic, whether these strategies were used prior to the
pandemic, and whether others were applied. To outline how the rural family SMEs
remained resilient during the pandemic, I mapped out the statistically measurable
variables that could respond to actual and predicted turnover, crisis impact in relation
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to the industry as such, and even firm survival. The variables were comparable between
the respondents, so it was possible to outline the overall performance and impact of the
pandemic. [ used quantitative methods to answer the third ‘how’ and ‘why’ RQ, as these
provided insights into precise numbers and comparable variables, including an entire
industry, in a more precise, measurable way (Jago, 2013; Kennedy and Thornberg,
2018). Quantitative methods could reveal statistically measurable patterns observed in
the rural family SMEs that were valuable to respond to the third RQ. This partial study
had a strong focus on entrepreneurial resilience, that is, how the Covid-19 pandemic
impacted rural family SMEs and how they recovered from it (Schepers, Vandekerhof,
and Dillen, 2021).

As previous research has observed an increase in collaboration between competing
firms (coopetition) in times of business disruptions, such as societal crises (Dorn,
Schweiger, and Albers, 2016), I wanted to explore whether this competence
management strategy was present in the specific context of the rural family SMEs
during the Covid-19 pandemic and, using the RBV approach, analyse whether
competencies were managed differently in times of crisis. Accordingly, I responded to
the third RQ by conducting two partial studies: one quantitative and one that used mixed
methods. The quantitative study was the first step in identifying how the Covid-19
pandemic affected rural family SMEs. The second step in exploring the competence
management strategies that rural family SMEs adopted, and the level of coopetition
used during the pandemic, was done through both quantitative and qualitative data-
collection methods. Structured interviews were added to survey data to capture the ‘why’
of the strategies used, particularly the strategy of coopetition. In this partial study, a
measurement of firm robustness was developed to investigate which firms withstood
the Covid-19 pandemic better throughout the crisis.

Differences can be observed between the quantitative and the qualitative research
approach in terms of ontology (i.e., observed reality), epistemology (i.e., the connection
between the researcher and the material), and methodology (i.e., the way the research
is being conducted) (Killam, 2013). While the quantitative approach is generally
connected to the positivist view, qualitative research concerns the interpretivist view
(Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2009), making a clear distinction between the two
methodological approaches. Ultimately, the nature of the research problem and aligning
RQs guided the methodological approach adopted. Here, I considered my own
background to fully understand how I perceived the research object and the reality I
studied. I realised that my pre-understanding would affect how I interpreted the data,
which is also why I reflected on my own risk of being biased. I was aware of this
potential risk, which is why I strictly followed academic procedures (see The Swedish
Research Council, 2017) to conduct my research in terms of methodological standards,
interpreting data, ensuring the reliability of the results, and other aspects. In all partial
studies in this dissertation, the research results were revealed to the interviewees to
ensure the transparency and accuracy of their words. This was done by writing a report
that was distributed to the interviewees (in the first study) and via an invitation to a
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workshop (in the second and third studies). I both cases, the interviewees/respondents
were able to review the research results and ask questions. I also used the research
process to dialogue closely with my supervisors and other researchers in my
environment to continuously obtain perspective about how I navigated and conducted
my research. Attending conferences, PhD workshops, seminars, and other events also
gave me input and guidance for my research project.

Another aspect that I faced during my PhD journey was that reality as we know it is
subject to change. In this case, the Covid-19 pandemic changed that reality, including
my research object. I had to account for this change and the change in conditions for
the rural family SMEs that I studied. Navigating this new situation helped me reflect
further on my perception of the prerequisites of my research. I found that the
pragmatism viewpoint was fruitful in this sense, and I was influenced by its
applicability and usefulness (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner, 2007). The
combination of qualitative and quantitative methods was useful, as I wanted to
investigate statistically measurable information and engage in in-depth interviews with
rural family SME-owners to answer the RQs. I wanted to observe family SMEs’
competence management strategies in the context of the rural competence scarcity
problem from different angles, which resulted in the choice to combine the two methods.
To answer the RQs there was a need for a holistic approach that could capture the values,
norms, and behaviours of the rural family SME owners, which the pragmatism
viewpoint enabled.

There are several advantages in combining quantitative and qualitative methods,
including the expansion of knowledge, and understanding, as well as possible
triangulation (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner, 2007). The complementarity of two
methodological approaches is another incentive for researchers to apply both, if
possible. I embraced both methodological approaches to expand the research sample’s
representability and deepen knowledge even more by allowing measurable data to be
combined with deeper personal experiences of the rural family SME owners. The RQs
in this dissertation required in-depth qualitative knowledge and statistically measurable
quantitative data; thus, I adopted a pragmatist viewpoint when approaching and
processing the research material (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner, 2007). The
pragmatism approach can be used when both quantitative and qualitative research
methods are applied to collect and analyse empirical data (James, 2020). The
pragmatism standpoint allows the researcher to use both methods to process the
research material and allows for more thorough analysis and reliability than if only one
method were applied (Bacon, 2012; James, 2020).

I wanted to observe both the fundamental values and norms of rural family SMEs and
their perceived reality, as well as the outcomes of these values in relation to competence
diversity and competence management strategy development. With a pragmatist
standpoint, researchers can apply one or several methods (quantitative/qualitative) as
they see fit according to the research problem and aligned RQs (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie,
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and Turner, 2007). The overall standpoint of this dissertation is interpretive, and
different techniques are used to qualitatively seek and analyse in-depth information.

4.2 Overview of Applied Methods

In the first partial study, in accordance with RBV, I sought answers concerning the
‘how’ of competence management strategies, location, and industry affiliation in the
context of rural competence scarcity. As I wanted to understand rural family SME
owners’ reality and lived experiences (values, norms, and behaviours) of competence
management challenges using SEW theory, I applied qualitative methods, thus, the
interpretive standpoint. This joint qualitative study that elevated both the first and the
second paper included multiple case studies conducted through structured, in-depth
interviews. In the second and the third partial studies, I sought answers to the ‘how’ and
‘why’ regarding competence management strategies that rural family SMEs used to
endure business disruptions (such as the use of networks). Quantitative techniques
helped me seek these answers, and survey data generated comparable variables between
the given responses. However, I found that this quantitative data collection did not fully
explain the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of network strategies regarding competencies; thus, I
added structured, in-depth interviews to delve deeper and to find out more about this
(using mixed-methods). Combining survey data with structured interviews allowed for
triangulation to be achieved (Douven, 2022). As the third partial study was partly based
on the same survey data as the second study, but with a narrower focus on the strategy
of network coopetition, more in-depth knowledge was needed to confirm or disregard
already known results. Follow-up structured interviews were therefore conducted with
the respondents from the survey sample. These mixed methods allowed for follow-up
questions to the respondents and for subtle tendencies to be detected.

The methods of the three partial studies are presented in the following table (Table 3).

Table 3. Methods used in the three partial studies of the dissertation.

Methods Data Collection
Partial Study I Qualitative Approach Structured Interviews
Partial Study II Quantitative Approach Survey Data
Partial Study III Mixed-methods Approach Survey Data, Structured Interviews

A further elaboration and discussion of the applied methods is found in sections 4.3 and
4.4. A table outlining the timeline for the different partial studies is also presented next
(Table 4).
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Table 4. Timeline for the three partial studies.
Timeline for the three partial studies

Spring 2019 | Partial study 1: Drafting and outlining the study

Fall 2019 Partial study 1: Data collecting: Structured interviews. writing and distributing report to interviewees

Spring 2020 | Partial study 1: Analysing data and writing Paper T and Paper 11

Fall 2020 Partial study 1: Revising Paper I and Paper II

Spring 2021 Partial study 2 and 3: Drafting and outlining the study

Fall 2021 Partial study 2: Data collecting: Web-based survey

Spring 2022 Partial study 2 and 3: Analysing data: Web-based survey

Fall 2022 Partial study 2: Writing Paper 111. Workshop with respondents/interviewees

Spring 2023 | Partial study 3: Data collecting: Structured interviews, analysing data and writing Paper IV

Fall 2023 Partial study 3: Revising Paper IV

4.3 Data Collection

4.3.1 Overview of Data Collection

The three partial empirical studies included in this dissertation resonate with the RQs.
The first partial study (qualitative) acknowledges the influence of industry affiliation
and location on competence management strategies in rural family SMEs (Paper I), and
it also deepens this discussion by focusing on the family values and level of competence
diversity (Paper II). The second partial study (quantitative) addresses the impact of
business disruptions on rural family SME competence management strategies (Paper
IIT). This partial study outlines the effect of industry, crisis preparedness, and the rural
family SME strategies adopted to maintain resilience in times of crisis. Finally, the third
study of this dissertation (mixed-methods) concerns the concept of coopetition, that is,
simultaneous collaboration and competition with competitors (Nalebuff and
Brandenburger, 1997), as a strategy for robustness in rural family SMEs in challenging
times (Paper 1IV).

4.3.2 The Qualitative Study

The first partial study, which uses qualitative methods, focuses on the influence of
industry affiliation and location in relation to challenges faced and the competence
management strategies that rural family SMEs use. The goal was to obtain in-depth
knowledge and insight into rural family SMEs’ values and norms regarding competence
management and diversity. This goal justified the use of qualitative methods because
they help identify lived experiences and reveal subtle tendencies through the
observation of particular words used, and by asking follow-up questions (Willig, 2017).
The follow-up questions confirmed the statements from the structured interviews. A
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qualitative approach was chosen to capture the lived experiences and behaviours behind
the competence management strategies that the rural families applied.

The initial empirical data collection occurred in early 2019 in the form of multiple case
studies that ultimately generated two papers (Paper I and Paper II). Comparative case
studies allow for micro-perspective research that enable a better understanding of
underlying values, norms, and behaviours (Barlett and Vavrus, 2017). These case
studies were valuable in responding to the first and second RQs because they identified
important parts of the industry-specific context of rural family SMEs (De Massis and
Kammerlander, 2020). As the data collection aimed to identify lived experiences,
knowledge, and perceptions in accordance with SEW theory, comparative case studies
were helpful. I sought to approach the very core of the values, norms, and behaviours
of the rural family SMEs and found that the most valuable way to do so was to learn
more from family firm owners. Twenty family SME owners were chosen in the sample
selection process and were subject to in-depth, structured interviews using a qualitative
comparative approach (see Appendix 1). The selected owners had to be attached to rural
family SMEs operating in the two Swedish counties of Jimtland and Sméland, both of
which have many family SMEs (Business Gnosjoregion, 2023; Swedish Agency for
Growth Analysis, 2023). In 2022, the Jamtland region had one of the highest numbers
of start-ups per capita in the country (Swedish Agency for Growth Policy Analysis,
2023), while Sméland is widely known for the highly entrepreneurial area of Gnosjo
(Business Gnosjoregion, 2023). Two industries were selected for further investigation
— the manufacturing and tourism industries — as they are known for creating
employment and competence opportunities in rural areas (Kallmuenzer et al., 2017).
The manufacturing industry has the most employees and highest revenues among all
industries in Sweden (SCB, 2020). Additionally, previous reports have emphasised the
importance of the tourism industry in Sweden, as it promotes growth in remote, rural
areas (Stua, 2023).

The criteria used in the selection process required that the SMEs had the following
characteristics: i) they were defined as SMEs through a lower number of employees; ii)
they were family-owned; iii) they were located in the rural Swedish regions Jimtland
and Sméland; iv) they operated in the labour-intensive manufacturing or tourism
industries; and v) they were active in different branches of the selected industries. The
rural context criterion was based on a comparison with urban areas; rural regions are
comparatively geographically remote and have low population density (Andersson et
al., 2018; Grant, 1991; Lyee and Cowling, 2015). The first case in the qualitative study
was identified through the recommendations of regional network associations, specified
as IUC Z-Group, Jamtland Hérjedalen Turism, and Business Gnosjoregion AB. Thus,
the first case was identified and selected due to its relevance to the sample criteria and
the RQs 1 and 2 of this dissertation. Cases were selected using the snowball sampling
method and in alignment with the sample criteria, which meant that one identified case
led to the identification of another (De Massis and Kammerlander, 2020). A crucial
selection criterion was the firms’ ownership and governance structure. They had to be
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defined as family-owned and have a clear governance structure that was related to an
owner-family.

Of the 20 interviews with family SME owners, 10 were dedicated to each region and
industry, and saturation was reached. The interviews were conducted in a structured
manner and were based on 30 guiding questions (see Appendix 1) based on literature
related to the partial study (see the second chapter, Theoretical Framework). An
example of the interview questions and studies that they were based on is displayed
below (Table 5). 1 operationalised the interview questions by summarising the
knowledge obtained from previous literature, such as Barney’s focus on RBV and
Astrachan’s focus on family firms. The questions developed around local community,
for example, were drawn from literature by Danes et al. etc. on the rural aspect of family
firms. Literature on other aspects, such as competence diversity, was also considered
when developing the interview questions.

Table 5. Extract from Interview Guide.
Interview Guide Extract

In what ways do you experience the family
entrepreneurship part of the firm?

Astrachan et al., 2020; Bettinelli et al., 2014;
Kearney et al., 2021

What is the family constellation involved in
your firm?

Barney, 2017; Kallmuenzer et al., 2017;
McAdam et al., 2019

In what ways would you say your firm
contributes to the local community/the local
proximity?

Astrachan, 1988; Bau et al., 2021; Danes et
al., 2008

What is the constellation of your firm in terms
of employees?

Pittino et al., 2016; Vazquez and Rocha,
2018

How do you experience the availability of
competencies in the regional area in which
your firm operates?

Leick et al., 2023; Wang and Sengupta,
2016; Wielsma and Brunninge, 2019

How do you attract new competencies to your
business?

Hanson, Hessel, and Danes, 2019; Mullins,
2023; Schell et al., 2018; Zahra et al., 2008

Do you, as a family SME, have previous
experience of recruiting diverse competencies?
If this is the case, how have you encountered
these specific competencies of the labour
market?

Bell and Leopold, 2021; Hearn and Louvrier,
2016

Would you consider recruiting diverse
competencies?

Foss et al., 2020; Zellweger and Astrachan,
2008; Zhou et al., 2015

In what ways would you say you experience
competence management as problematic?

McMahon, 2020; Nystrom, 2021

The 30 questions enabled a thorough comparison between the cases and allowed the
interviewees to elaborate on their firms regarding employment, competence diversity,
and possible competence management strategies. The interviews took an average of one
hour and were conducted in a structured manner to enable comparisons between the
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cases. All 20 interviews were conducted in person and were audio-recorded. The
respondents were anonymised to invite ‘off-the-record’ knowledge about values, norms,
and strategies. A consent form was also distributed to the interviewees prior to the
interviews to ensure integrity in accordance with the GDPR (The Swedish Research
Council, 2017).

4.3.3 The Quantitative Study

Due to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on my research object, more questions
regarding rural family SMEs’ competence management arose. This business disruption
affected the firms in different ways that could potentially affect their views on
competence management. Thus, to capture the impact of this business disruption, the
third RQ was developed. To respond to this RQ, I wanted to collect a broad range of
voices from rural firm-owners and extend the knowledge of the first round of data
collection to explore the ways in which the pandemic affected the rural family SMEs
and how they faced related challenges. The quantitative study was conducted through
a web-based survey. The survey was distributed to 551 respondents in the fall of 2021
via the quantitative tool Netigate. The respondents were selected from the tourism
industry in the county of Jimtland.

The survey included both open- and closed-ended questions and aimed to capture how
rural family SMEs coped with the pandemic and which competence management
strategies they used to endure this business disruption (see Appendix 2). The questions
were developed based on numbers of prior studies that was conducted during the
pandemic (e.g., Kraus et al., 2020; McAdam et al., 2019; Schepers, Vandekerhof, and
Dillen, 2021), as well as on previous research on business disruptions and crisis
management (e.g., Stephens, McLaughlin, and McLaughlin, 2021; Zahra et al., 2019).
A natural focus was their competence management strategies and changes that resulted
from the business disruption. The respondents were anonymised and were not
identifiable as individuals or as business owners. After four reminders, 154 responses
were received, resulting in a response rate of 28 percent.

4.3.4 Mixed-Methods: An Expanded Approach

After the second round of empirical data collection for the quantitative study, it was
clear that no further triangulation was needed to respond to the third RQ. The data
collected through the web-based survey revealed that rural family SMEs extensively
used the strategy of collaborating in networks (coopetition) during the Covid-19
pandemic, so I wanted to further explore specific networking strategies under
challenging circumstances. To collect reliable empirical data that could strengthen or
weaken the results from the quantitative study, 14 structured interviews (with one
additional pilot interview) were conducted. This mixed-methods approach appeared to
be successful, as the data collected through the interviews confirmed the results from
the web-based quantitative survey. The results indicated that rural family SMEs,
especially the smallest micro-firms, extensively used network coopetition (Czakon,
2018). The mixed-methods approach was adopted to triangulate the research method
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process (Fielding, 2012; Oppermann, 2000), that is, to verify or reject the results from
the quantitative study.

The survey data from the mixed-methods quantitative study were extracted to a specific
niche in the tourism industry: craft-food firms. The structured follow-up interviews
were conducted with craft-food firms, and the process of identifying interviewees began
by approaching the craft-food network Eldrimner and the craft-food network and
platform REKO. REKO is a collaboration and network platform among craft-food
entrepreneurs and focuses on fair consumption (Snellman, 2021). Its main markets are
Sweden and other Nordic countries (Snellman, 2021). Craft-food firms were selected
in accordance with the following sample criteria: i) they were defined as micro-firms
or small SMEs; ii) they operated within the craft-food niche of the tourism industry;
and iii) they were located in the county of Jamtland. In the sparsely populated Jamtland
(2.7 inhabitants/km?2), craft-food entrepreneurship, as part of the tourism industry, is a
significant contributor to the local economy (Skoglund, 2019). In the fall of 2021, the
web-based survey was sent to 160 craft-food entrepreneurs; after four reminders, 51
responses were received (a response rate of 32%). Of these 51 respondents, 32 were
part of one or several REKO networks and thus interacted and collaborated with
competitors.

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, I wanted to deepen knowledge about family SMEs
operating in local proximity and their use of competence management strategies in
challenging times. I was especially interested in learning more about the strategy of
coopetition and the extent of its use. Therefore, the quantitative survey was
complemented by 14 structured interviews with rural family SMEs operating in the
field of craft-food entrepreneurship. First, a pilot interview was conducted to establish
the fruitfulness of investigating craft-food SMEs and micro-firms. This interview
revealed that there were indeed more data and knowledge to collect, and I decided to
continue with additional qualitative data collection for the mixed-methods study. The
14 interviewees were selected from the survey respondents in accordance with the third
RQ. It was important to select a mix of craft-food SMEs from the respondent lists to
keep the interview sample as broad and representative as possible. I included craft-food
SMEs engaged in the REKO concept and those who did not participate in this
collaboration. This was done to gain more knowledge about the extent of the
coopetition strategy during the business disruption of the Covid-19 pandemic. The
interviews were conducted in the spring of 2022 using a questionnaire (see Appendix
3), in line with previous literature on family SME strategy behaviours in times of
business disruptions. The interviews lasted about 45 minutes each; they were conducted
in Swedish and carefully transcribed. Later, the data were also translated into English
to increase transparency. The interviewees were anonymised, and a consent form was
distributed to preserve integrity and adhere to GDPR guidelines (The Swedish Research
Council, 2017).
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4.3.5 Ethical Considerations

As with all research studies, it was necessary to ensure that ethical standards were met
and maintained throughout the data-collection process (The Swedish Research Council,
2017). The Swedish Research Council (2017) has four principles that researchers must
follow for research to be considered ethically correct: secrecy, professional secrecy,
anonymity, and integrity (The Swedish Research Council, 2017).

To meet these four principles, I implemented several steps in the research process. In
the quantitative and mixed-methods studies, the respondents and their affiliated firms
were anonymised, and in the data extracted from the web-based survey, it was thus not
possible to connect any respondent to a particular quote or data point. In the qualitative
and mixed-methods studies, the interviews met the Swedish Research Council’s ethical
criteria by, for example, not asking private questions that would interfere with the
interviewee’s integrity. The interviewees were anonymised, and it is not possible to
identify their private names or firm affiliations. In accordance with GDPR legislation,
integrity policies, and the ethical principles of research (The Swedish Research Council,
2017), information about each interviewee was handled with special care and was not
distributed outside of the data analysis process. Each interviewee was given a consent
form to complete prior to the interviews, and their approval was sought regarding sound
recording. The sound recordings were made using an external device (analogue tape
recorder) that was not attached to any digital or online tools, or even a computer, to
ensure that the data were handled with discretion outside of the digital environment. I
later manually transcribed the data verbatim, writing down word for word to ensure the
accuracy of the interviewee’s words, as they were crucial to the dissertations’ purpose,
quest, and RQs. The data were naturally also processed through NVivo, and words and
phrases were also extracted. Thus, two methods were used to ensure the material’s
accuracy.

After collecting and analysing the data for the first study, I wrote a report in late fall
2019 summarising the overall findings. I personally distributed this report to the
interviewees to ensure transparency. This was a way to involve the interviewees in the
research process and confirm the accuracy of the findings; this step also acknowledged
their participation and the outcomes. In a similar manner, interviewees in the second
and third studies could also participate in the findings after the data were collected and
analysed. This was done by inviting the respondents and interviewees to a workshop in
early fall 2022, where they could review the research material and ask questions about
the results.
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4.4 Data Analysis

4.4.1 Qualitative Analysis

To respond to the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of the RQs, the interview guide was developed by
relying on the dimensions and themes of RBV and SEW (see operationalisation of
interview questions in 4.3). Questions addressing familiness, networks, shared
language, trust, values, motives, risk, and competence diversity were posed (see
Appendix I). The qualitative data process makes it possible to ask in-depth about values,
norms, and behaviours, allowing for follow-up questions and further elaboration. I was
particularly interested in connecting the RBV dimensions (structural, cognitive, and
relational) and the SEW themes (familiness, competence diversity, and reluctance
towards risk) with interviewees’ words. In the first partial study, I mainly examined the
RBV’s cognitive and relational dimensions, including trust, norms, values, and motives,
as well as the SEW themes of familiness, competence diversity, and reluctance towards
risk. The structured interviews conducted in the qualitative study of this dissertation
were analysed using the qualitative analytical software programme NVivo 12 Plus. In
NVivo, thematic coding was performed in several steps; I created a logical system for
the information extracted from the interviews. Based on the themes that the interviews
addressed, I categorised the interviewees’ words and phrases. NVivo was used in the
data analysis process to identify themes and connections between them and to clarify
the data and the analysis. The qualitative analysis process started by identifying
different nodes in the data. These nodes were then summarised into themes based on
the themes in the interview questionnaire. The analysis revealed relationships between
the themes in the interviewees’ answers. Working in NVivo, a thematic way of
analysing the material enabled a structured interpretation. NVivo also enabled a theme-
based approach regarding codes in the data (Neale and Nichols, 2001). The analysis
was outlined in the form of comparative content analysis, which is commonly used
when analysing interviews (Berg, 2009). With multiple case studies, researchers look
for similarities and differences across cases. It is preferable to compare several cases
that include different contexts to provide perspective on the research area and obtain a
deep understanding (Schreier, 2018).

In the analysis process, codes are identified in the data and are then related to specific
themes (Richards, 1999). The themes identified in the data material represented words
or phrases that appeared frequently in the interviews. This inductive way of coding
enables valuable patterns of behaviour to be detected (Alam, 2021). Significant portions
of the interviews were translated to English after the full interviews were transcribed.
The following figure presents the qualitative data analysis process used with NVivo
(Figure 2) in the first and third partial studies of this dissertation.
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Figure 2. Qualitative analysis process used in partial studies 1 and 3 (inspired by Jackson, Bazeley and
Bazeley, 2019).

The figure displays the initial coding in the analysis process, as well as the divide
between the aggregated coding and the specific coding. The aggregated-level coding
aimed to collect the overarching themes that applied to all cases, while the specific-
level coding pinpointed data that was identifiable in only one or several cases. Figure
3 presents a simplified example that outlines how the coding was done in NVivo.

‘It is definitely not easy to find skilled labour. However, that
is not because we are a family-owned firm, but is more
related to our geographical location’

‘It is not easy to find the skilled employees we need
and it has a lot 1o do with our geographical location’

Rural ‘We educate staff internally. It is very important
Location for us to continuously develop the competence

“We do not want to employ diverse we already have within the firm’

competencies, since we would have to put
a lot of effort into educate internally how
the communication in the firm works’

/ ‘Several industry-specific education
programmes in the region have closed,

which means that it is more difficult for

us to find the skilled staff that we need

“We try to hire family members to a Competence

large extent, because they are Familiness Management now than it used to be’

quite loyal. I mean, we expect them and Challenges

to stay within the firm for a lifetime’ Diversity and ‘Nowadays it is more difficult to find

. competence in repairing and
maintenance, because the systems have
become more and more complex’

Strategies

“For us it is important to hire someone -
who can blend into the team and the
firm spirit — the family spirit. It is very

important that we can trust the person’ “‘One problem is that people do not train

to work in the hotel or restaurant industry
anymore. This means that there are less
skilled workers available for us’

“We experienced higher sales numbers during o
the pandemic, and we believe that people valued
small enterprises even more during the pandemic’

s “We participate in collaborations with other
firms to manage risk better’

‘We use short-term contracts, as it is a good way to
avoid having the main responsibility for employees.
However, this type of employment is volatile. It does
not generate a safe or stable working environment’

Figure 3. Example of NVivo coding.
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4.4.2 Quantitative Analysis

The survey questions were asked to give a broad, comparable perspective using the
theoretical frameworks of RBV and SEW theory (see further operationalisation of the
interview questions in 4.3). The RBV dimensions (structural, cognitive, and relational)
and SEW themes (familiness, competence diversity, and reluctance towards risk) were
included to identify and standardise the micro-perspective using a quantitative
overview. However, the focus was outlining the SEW theme of reluctance towards risk
and the RBV structural dimension, including internal networks. The survey data from
the quantitative study were processed in the statistical software programme SPSS, and
descriptive frequency analysis techniques, correlations, and regression analysis
techniques were applied. The data were analysed to identify strategies that rural family
SMEs used to endure the Covid-19 pandemic in terms of both robustness and resilience.
By analysing turnover figures, the consequences of the pandemic, and industry
affiliation in relation to crisis impact, it was possible to measure the extent of resilience
and robustness in the rural family SMEs. An index was created and compared with the
answers regarding how the pandemic affected the industry. Thirty-six percent of the
study's respondents stated that the pandemic affected them to a lesser extent than it
affected the industry on average. The quantitative study found that 36 percent of the
rural family SMEs were considered resilient in comparison to the rest of the sample.

4.4.3 Mixed-Methods Analysis

In the mixed-methods study, the quantitative data from the last section (4.4.2) was

partly used, as were 14 additional in-depth, structured interviews. Like the first partial

study, the interviews relied on the RBV dimensions (structural, cognitive, and relational)
and SEW themes (familiness, competence diversity, and reluctance towards risk). It

was particularly important to outline the SEW theme of reluctance towards risk and the

RBYV structural dimension, including internal networks. The interviews were conducted

to confirm or reject information extracted from the survey data and to allow for follow-

up questions. The interviews were conducted in a structured manner; they were

transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis techniques, similar to the initial

qualitative study. Based on the themes addressed in the interviews, I categorised the

words and phrases that the interviewees expressed. The interview data added depth to

thematic areas such as competence management strategy adoption during the Covid-19

pandemic and added another level to the quantitative data analysed previously.

Furthermore, the motives for cooperating or not with competitors in coopetitive

relationships and activities were examined. The analysis revealed various relationships

between the different themes, and these relationships were identified in the interviewees’
answers.
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4.5 Replicability and Trustworthiness

Certain precautions were taken when conducting the empirical studies (see further
elaboration on this in the section Ethical Considerations). Several steps were taken to
maintain the reliability of the data collection and analysis processes. When conducting
qualitative research, there is always a balance in interpreting the material (Willig, 2017).
One step taken to maintain an adequate level of interpretation with the qualitative
material was obtaining a second opinion from research colleagues, whom I asked to
review the data. These colleagues were unaffiliated with the project, which made them
unbiased. In this way, the data were peer-reviewed for enhanced transparency and
validity. The qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies were all based on
primary as opposed to secondary data, which also increased the reliability, since the
material was not processed prior to these studies (Hox and Boeije, 2005).

Another step taken to ensure reliability was sound recording (via analogue tape
recording) of the interviews and careful transcription (both manually and using analysis
tools). The qualitative analysis programme NVivo enabled a structured analysis of the
data and made it more digestible for other colleagues’ investigation and interpretation.
The interviews were carefully transcribed, and an authorised translator reviewed the
translation from Swedish to English. The interviews were conducted in Swedish based
on the understanding that it would be easier for the interviewees to explain and provide
in-depth knowledge about their competence management strategies in their native
language. Being a native Swede myself, allowed me to fully understand the
interviewees’ context and the challenges they face in this particular context. Another
step taken to maintain reliability in the research process was presenting quotes extracted
from the interviews in the empirical papers of this dissertation. This presented the
results as transparently as possible, enabling other researchers and practitioners to view
them. The interviewees and their affiliated firms were anonymised to maintain integrity.
This reliability process was applied for the first qualitative study and the mixed-
methods study.

In the quantitative study, similar steps were taken to maintain reliability through the
data collection and analysis processes. The respondents and their affiliated firms were
anonymised, and the qualitative data extracted from the web-based survey thus could
not be connected to any respondent. Rigorous statistical analysis techniques were also
applied to ensure the reliability of the data and its processing.
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5 Empirical Findings
This dissertation relies on three partial empirical studies that resulted in four papers. In
this chapter, each paper is presented in detail.

5.1 Overview of the Papers
The following table (Table 6) displays the four papers included in this dissertation in
relation to the RQs.

Table 6. Positioning of the papers in relation to the RQs.

Data Themes Papers
RQ1 Industry Affiliation, Location, Strategies 1 II
RQ2 Familiness, Competence Diversity, Strategies II
RQ3 Business Disruptions, Entrepreneurial Endurance, Strategies ~ III IV

The first and second papers emerged from the initial empirical study, while the third
paper was a result of the second empirical study. Finally, the fourth paper was generated

by the third empirical study. Below, an overview of the papers is presented (7able 7).

Table 7. Overview of the papers.

Paper 1

Paper 11

Paper 111

Paper 1V

Sabel, K. (2024).
Competence Challenges and
Strategies in Swedish Family
SMEs: The Role of Industry
Affiliation and Location.

Sabel, K., Kallmuenzer, A.
& von Friedrichs, Y.
(2024). Exploring the
Impact of Family and
Organisational Values on
Competence Diversity
Reluctance in Rural Family
SMEs.

Sabel, K., Dalborg, C. &
von Friedrichs, Y. (2023).
Resilient Businesses in
Times of Crises: Pandemic
Effects on Competence
Strategies in Rural Family
SMEs.

Sabel, K., Dalborg, C.,

von Friedrichs, Y. &
Kallmuenzer, A. (2024). The
Importance of Coopetition
for the Robustness of Micro-
Enterprises in Times of
Crisis.

Work Input: 100/100.

Drafting and revising the
paper/conception and
design/collecting
data/analysing and
interpreting data

Work Input: 85/100.

Drafting and revising the
paper/collecting
data/analysing and
interpreting data

Work Input: 40/100.

Drafting and revising the
paper/interpreting data

Work Input: 40/100.
Drafting and revising the
paper/collecting
data/interpreting data

Purpose and RQs:

The purpose was to examine
whether and how different
rural locations and industry
affiliations affect competence
challenges and strategies in
rural family SMEs.

RQ1: What challenges are
associated with competence
management in rural family
SMEs?

RQ2: What competence
management strategies do
rural family SMEs use?
RQ3: How do industry
affiliation and location affect
competence strategies in
rural family SMEs?

Purpose and RQs:

The purpose was to
examine how
organisational values affect
diversity in terms of
different competencies in
rural family SMEs.

RQ1: How do
organisational values affect
diversity in competencies
in rural family SMEs?

Purpose and RQs:

The purpose was to
contribute to the research
field of entrepreneurship in
family firms and to examine
resilience in the context of
the Covid-19 pandemic.
RQ1: In which ways has the
Covid-19 pandemic affected
family SMEs, i.e., what
challenges have they faced?
RQ2: Which competence
strategies or innovative
measures related to the
pandemic that rural family
SME:s adopted helped foster
entrepreneurial resilience?

Purpose and RQs:

The purpose was to explore
the impact of network
coopetition on the robustness
of micro-enterprises in times
of crisis.

RQ1: How does network
coopetition affect micro-
enterprise robustness in times
of crisis?

Research Design:
Qualitative methods
(structured interviews)

Research Design:
Qualitative methods
(structured interviews)

Research Design:
Quantitative methods (web-
based survey)

Research Design:
Mixed-methods (quantitative
web-based survey and
qualitative structured
interviews)
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Contribution:

A finding of this paper is that
rural family SMEs gain a
competitive advantage by
cooperating with
competitors. This finding
contributes to the body of
knowledge regarding the
RBV; competitive firm
resources are mainly
managed within the firm.
Additionally, industry
affiliation plays a less
decisive role than location in
terms of experienced
competence challenges and
adopted strategies

Contribution:

In contrast to previous
research, the findings of
this paper indicate that
rural family SMEs apply
short-term strategies rather
than long-term prospects
regarding competence
management due to their
family values and rural
setting, which strictly
narrows the selection of
competencies. Further, a
general reluctance towards
competence diversity is
found to originate with the
very same family values

Contribution:

This paper finds that working
proactively with resources,
such as competencies, within
the family SME may be
important during business
disruptions, not least from a
long-term resilience
perspective

Contribution:

In contrast to previous results
of coopetition between
micro-enterprises, this study
shows that coopetition can be
rule-driven and
simultaneously have an
informal structure. This study
shows the importance of
network coopetition for
family micro-firms to stay
robust during business
disruptions

and rural context

5.2 Paper I

The first paper is entitled ‘Competence Challenges and Strategies in Swedish Family
SMEs: The Role of Industry Affiliation and Location’. Its purpose was to ‘examine if,
and in such case how different rural locations and industry affiliations affect
competence challenges and strategies in rural family SMEs’. To fulfil this paper’s
purpose, three RQs were developed:

RQ1: What challenges are associated with competence management in rural family SMEs?
RQ2: What competence management strategies are used by rural family SMEs?
RQ3: How do industry affiliation and location affect competence strategies in rural family SMEs?

In this paper, rural competence scarcity is addressed using a micro-perspective
regarding the aligned challenges and strategies of rural family SMEs. The paper focuses
on the increasing difficulty that rural firms face in finding, attracting, and retaining
competencies due to their location. Studies have addressed the alarming decrease in
employment rates in rural areas, although mainly on a macro and societal level, whereas
this paper examines the effects of the rural competence scarcity by focusing on the
values, norms, and behaviours of firm owners. The paper examines whether industry
affiliation and the rural location affect rural family SMEs’ competence challenges and
strategies and whether different industries perceive and experience competence
challenges differently.

The methodological approach in this paper is qualitative and includes structured
interviews with participants in two labour-intensive industries: manufacturing and
tourism. The data were collected in the Swedish counties of Jimtland and Smaland; one
is in southern Sweden, and the other is in the north. This gave the paper diverse
geographical perspectives and representability. Among the 20 interviews, 10 were
dedicated to Jimtland and 10 to Smaland, and within these cases, five were dedicated
to manufacturing and five to tourism. Thus, multiple case studies were conducted in the
two industries, with 30 questions guiding the interviews with rural family SME-owners
(see Appendix 1).
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The findings of this paper show that rural family SMEs experience competence scarcity
in similar and different ways depending on industry affiliation and location. The
manufacturing industry uses coopetition as a competence management strategy, while
the tourism industry uses this strategy to a lesser extent. The two industries have
different needs for specialised competencies; thus, they use industry-specific
recruitment, indicating that industry does matter for rural competence management.
Internal competence development was also observed in both industries, regardless of
location. For example, both industries use the Swedish Public Employment Service to
search for competencies. Additionally, both recruit family members to their firms as a
natural part of the family ownership. Both industries also use short-term employment
or contracts to meet their immediate competence need. The manufacturing industry
recruits from local, industry-specific schools, although they are concerned that these
schools are closing or becoming overly theoretical, which does not match their
competence needs. The rural family SMEs cannot operate or have individuals work
remotely, as these firms are closely attached to their regions. This makes it important
for these firms to recruit locally and bring in competencies from their surroundings and
networks. This finding confirms the ‘geographical and competency immobility’ that
Grant (1991:126) discusses, emphasising the importance of local competence allocation.

The rural family SMEs expressed noticeable competence management challenges,
including competence shortages due to the rural setting, competence ‘emigration’,
retirement, and a shortage of industry-specific competencies. To manage these
challenges, they use several strategies, including coopetition, short-term employment,
family members, internal competence development, and government-supported
employment. Both industries acknowledge increasing difficulties in finding, attracting,
and retaining competencies due to their rural location. As one interviewee expressed,
‘People usually do not have the ambition to move to this rural area. However, it is
impossible to work in this firm remotely. Besides, we cannot compete with the salaries
offered in larger cities. That makes it difficult to attract competencies’. Another
hindrance to acquiring adequate competencies is the careful selection of employees in
rural family SMEs due to their family values, norms, and small firm size. The findings
show that rural family SMEs highly value employees who are team players and who fit
into the family firm spirit. There is also a lack of competencies due to extensive
retirements: ‘This started about three years ago, when several of our especially skilled
workers retired. We said to ourselves: What shall we do now?’” Another respondent
noted, ‘It is becoming more and more difficult to find people with the specific and
relevant competencies needed. Several of our employees are due to retire soon. I believe
that our business will face extensive problems a few years from now. It was easier to
find skilled workers a few years ago’. Due to the scarcity of internal competencies, rural
family SMEs rely on coopetition, local networks, and mutual, industry-specific
recruitment to make ends meet. The finding that rural family SMEs gain a competitive
advantage by cooperating with competitors contributes to the body of knowledge
regarding the RBV, according to which competitive firm resources are mainly managed
internally. The importance of coopetition and its use as a strategy for competence
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management is clear in the following quote: ‘There are some competencies that are
essential and in high demand, which means that they are difficult to find or expensive
to recruit. In those cases, we share these competencies with competing firms in the area.
These competencies are necessary if an entire production or supply chain breaks. Those
types of control systems require specific competencies’. Along similar lines, another
respondent stated, ‘Sometimes, we have been more or less forced to take in
subcontractors to meet our need for certain competencies. Or we have shared
competencies with other firms in the area’.

One important implication of this paper is that rural family SMEs face similar
competence challenges irrespective of industry affiliation because of their rural setting.
The northern or southern location does not affect the scarcity of competencies, but the
rural context does. Similarly, the industries examined employ similar and differing
strategies to moderate the negative effects of these competence challenges. Another
implication of this paper is the importance of rural access to competencies, as they are
vital resources for family SMEs and ultimately affect the national and international
economy.

5.3 Paper 11

The second paper is entitled, ‘Exploring the Impact of Family and Organisational
Values on Competence Diversity Reluctance in Rural Family SMEs’. Its purpose was
to ‘examine how organisational values affect diversity in terms of different
competencies in rural family SMEs’. The following RQ was developed to fulfil this

purpose:
RQI: How do organisational values affect diversity in competencies in rural family SMEs?

This paper adopts the micro-perspective of the family values, norms, and behaviours’
impact on the firm in terms of familiness and, ultimately, competence diversity. As
employment and competence strategies in family SMEs generally rely on internal
family values, the recruitment process can be selective and problematic in terms of
diversity. This paper’s methodological approach is qualitative, and it included 20
structured interviews in two labour-intensive industries: manufacturing and tourism.
The data were collected in the Swedish counties of Jimtland and Smaland, one of which
is located in southern of Sweden and the other in the north. This gave the paper diverse
geographical perspectives and representability. Of the 20 interviews, 10 were dedicated
to Jamtland and 10 to Smaland, and within these cases, five were dedicated to
manufacturing and five to tourism. Thus, multiple case studies were conducted in the
two industries, and 30 questions guided the interviews with rural family SME owners
(see Appendix 1).

The findings show that rural family SMEs face external challenges in achieving
competence diversity, including rural competence scarcity, lack of infrastructure, the
lack of the ability to work remotely, and the lack of specialised competencies. The
findings also show internal challenges for achieving competence diversity in rural
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family SMEs, including mutual communication, family interest and values, preserving
familiness, and the organisational culture and family spirit. The firms use several
strategies that both enhance and restrict competence diversity, including hiring
temporary employees, having a low number of external employees, training
competencies through local initiatives, and employing family members or individuals
in their closest network. This ambiguous attitude towards incorporating competence
diversity in their firms is apparent in the following response: ‘We do not want to employ
diverse competencies, since we would have to put a lot of effort into educate internally
how the communication in the firm works. We prefer to hire someone from the local
area that we know and trust. It is much easier to work then if the understanding of the
firm is mutual. We prefer to recruit like that, since we then know that we are not taking
that big of a risk’. The following quote also illustrates this point: “We are positive about
hiring diverse competencies, from all backgrounds. New competencies, such as
employees, can definitely be hard-working’. This partly confirms previous research,
which has suggested that family SMEs prefer to use, for example, the strategy of
employing family members and closely related individuals to maintain the firm’s
family spirit (e.g., Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). Research has also considered the rural
location in relation to the aspect of familiness (e.g., Bau et al., 2019).

One implication of this paper is that the family values connected to the family SMEs
are not entirely positively related to employment and competence diversity. Another
implication is that the rural family SMEs tend to employ individuals who match the
general spirit of the family firm, which is permeated by rather narrow family values. A
third implication is that competence diversity is not a generally appealing concept for
rural SMEs, as they often prematurely decide who they will hire rather than considering
what competencies are needed. A fourth implication is that rural family SMEs consider
it more important to preserve the family spirit within the firm and thus employ
individuals who ‘fit’ the firm’s personality rather than implementing competence
diversity and including mixed competencies in their competence management. A fifth
and crucial implication of this paper is that the maintenance of family SME values,
norms, and behaviours affects the competence strategies they adopt to ensure that
certain values are retained within the firm.

5.4 Paper 111

The third paper (a book chapter) is entitled ‘Resilient Businesses in Times of Crisis:
Pandemic Effects on Competence Strategies in Rural Family SMEs’. Its purpose was
to ‘contribute to the research field of entrepreneurship in family firms and to examine
resilience in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic’. Two RQs guided the study:

RQ1: In which ways has the Covid-19 pandemic affected family SMEs; what challenges have they faced?

RQ2: Which competence strategies or innovative measures related to the pandemic that were adopted by
rural family SMEs, helped to foster entrepreneurial resilience?
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The paper examines how the Covid-19 pandemic affected rural family SMEs and which
competence strategies they adopted that contributed to entrepreneurial resilience. Many
business studies were conducted and presented in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic
and have addressed other business disruptions and entrepreneurial resilience (e.g.,
Schepers, Vandekerhof and Dillen, 2021). However, an important contribution of this
paper is the exploration of competence management and strategies in rural family SMEs
in relation to entrepreneurial resilience in this specific situation. The paper applies a
quantitative methods approach using data extracted from a web-based survey that was
sent to 551 firms (both family and non-family SMEs) in the tourism industry in
Jamtland county, Sweden. Some respondents included in the survey were active in the
craft-food industry, a niche branch of the tourism industry. In total, 154 responses were
received, resulting in a response rate of 28 percent.

This paper distinguishes between family and non-family SMEs to determine possible
differences. One finding is that the Covid-19 pandemic affected family and non-family
SME:s in a similar way. However, it affected various branches of the tourism industry
differently. Another finding is that SMEs with diversified businesses showed the most
entrepreneurial resilience in challenging times. The findings show that larger SMEs
benefitted less from cooperating with other competing firms during the pandemic, as
these firms generally received government support to endure the business disruption,
while smaller SMEs did not. Regarding competence strategies, the paper suggests that
these strategies remained unchanged during the pandemic, even though global society
acted differently, dismissing staff and downsizing (e.g., Bartik et al., 2020). In contrast
to previous research showing that working proactively with competencies within the
firm may be important from a long-term resilience perspective (e.g., McAdam et al.,
2019; Schepers, Vandekerhof, and Dillen, 2021), the rural family SMEs did not use this
strategy. However, this could be related to the fact that this study was conducted during
the pandemic. The competence strategy issues may have become an even greater
problem when the firms returned to a more ‘normal’ business environment.

5.5 Paper 1V

The fourth paper is entitled ‘The Importance of Network Coopetition for the Robustness
of Micro-Enterprises in Times of Crisis’. Its purpose was to ‘explore the impact of
network coopetition on the robustness of micro-enterprises in times of crisis’. In
accordance with this purpose, one RQ was developed:

RQ1: How does coopetition affect micro-enterprise robustness in times of crisis?

This paper is an extension of the previous one (Paper III). That paper covered data on
several branches within the tourism industry, and this paper focuses on one of these
niches: craft-food micro-firms. The third paper found that craft-food micro-firms
managed the Covid-19 pandemic quite well, largely because of their involvement in
coopetition. Cooperating with competitors allowed these micro-firms to share
competencies, such as skills, knowledge, and qualifications, to survive and remain
robust throughout the pandemic. This paper explores in more depth how craft-food
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micro-firms used the strategy of network coopetition to survive the business disruption
of the Covid-19 pandemic. As previous research mainly focused on ‘traditional’
coopetition strategies in larger firms in times of crisis, this study could contribute to a
new, interesting perspective by focusing on network coopetition in rural micro-firms.

This paper used a mixed-methods approach; a web-based survey based on the one in
the third paper was distributed to 160 respondents in craft-food micro-firms. Fifty-one
responses were received for a response rate of 32 percent. In addition to the web-based
survey, 15 structured interviews were conducted (including one pilot interview) with
craft-food producers in the Swedish county of Jamtland. The interviews were conducted
to delve deeper into the subject of network coopetition strategy usage during business
disruptions.

One finding is that, in contrast to previous studies showing that coopetition is most
likely to occur through formal structures (e.g., Granata et al., 2018), this study shows
that network coopetition can be rule-driven simultaneously as having an informal
structure. Network coopetition is shown to be a successful business survival strategy
for the smallest firms, that is, micro-firms. Further, this study shows that larger micro-
firms/SMEs benefitted less from using the network coopetition strategy during business
disruptions. One reason for this may be that smaller firms lack the preparedness and
resources to withstand a business disruption (e.g., Doern, 2016), which is why they
engage in network coopetition to moderate the negative impact of business disruptions.
The larger micro-firms/SMEs experienced less value exchange using network
coopetition, other values, or benefits besides increased sales, for example. The lack of
resources pushed the smaller micro-firms towards network coopetition, which resulted
in firm robustness. Thus, one implication of this paper is that network coopetition
increased during the Covid-19 pandemic, and the family micro-firms that used this
strategy remained robust throughout the business disruption.
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6 Discussion

In this discussion chapter, the findings of the empirical studies are combined to respond
to the overall RQs of the dissertation. In this chapter, the four articles lay the foundation
for fulfilling the purpose, which was ‘to deepen the understanding of challenges and
strategies in rural family SMEs’ competence management and examine how industry
affiliation, location, competence diversity, and business disruptions affect these firms’
challenges and strategies.

6.1 Prerequisites and Strategies for Competence
Management

The first RQ in this dissertation focused on the specific prerequisites for competence
management in rural SMEs. The RQ sought a better understanding of the prerequisites
and strategies that rural family SMEs use to manage their competencies. More
specifically, the RQ was formulated to address the role of industry affiliation and
location for competence management in rural family SMEs. RQ1: ‘How do industry
affiliation and location affect the prerequisites and strategies for competence
management in rural family SMEs?’

Previous research has established the scarcity of competencies in rural areas (e.g.,
Karlsson, 2019; Keuschnigg, Mutgan, and Hedstrom, 2019), and the severe imbalance
in finding, attracting, and retaining competencies for firms operating in rural areas
compared to urban areas has been acknowledged. This imbalance has been observed
for many years (e.g., Lindsay, McCracken, and McQuaid, 2003), although it has
increased in recent decades (Bjerke and Mellander, 2017). It is both a question of
scarcity of competencies available in rural areas and a mismatch between the available
competencies and family SMEs’ competence needs.

This dissertation’s empirical findings show that national regulations and policies
greatly affect rural family SMEs operating in Sweden and may hinder efficient
competence management. The Swedish constitutional law ‘Employment Protection Act’
(The Swedish Government, 2023) is one regulation that sometimes challenges rural
family SMEs to recruit new employees, as they cannot easily fire employees who do
not fit into their organisational culture, that is, the family spirit. The rural family SME-
owners explained that it is safer for them to hire individuals with important
competencies on short-term or seasonal contracts, as they then can circumvent the
responsibility of the regulations. The rural family SME owners strongly emphasised the
flexibility of short-term competence management strategies, as rural competence
scarcity and national regulations make long-term competence strategies difficult to
adapt. The SEW theme of ‘reluctance towards risk’ (e.g., Zientara, 2017) and the RBV
relational dimension of ‘trust and motives’ (e.g., Pearson et al., 2008) clarify how firms
manage such legal situations. As the rural family SMEs require employees to be
trustworthy and fit into their organisational culture, they are motivated to avoid risk by
applying short-term competence management strategies. ‘Reluctance towards risk’ in
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rural family SMEs is closely linked to protective habits that are incorporated in their
competence management strategies. They are protective of their family firm heritage
and choose to recruit family members or individuals in their closest network, and these
habits are among the most important ‘motives’ in their competence management. A
‘relational dimension’ is clear here; ‘trust’ is an important factor in who rural family
SME:s are willing to recruit and which competencies they decide to bring into the firm.
The rural location is another challenge and prerequisite that contributes to their narrow
selection of competencies.

Another potential challenge that rural family SME owners mentioned is Sweden’s
integration system. Many newly arrived immigrants are placed in rural areas where
competencies are needed. However, the lack of proper integration programmes in
Sweden (SKR, 2022) makes these competencies difficult to access. The lack of
education in the Swedish language makes it difficult for rural family SMEs to recruit
the newly arrived immigrants, as they do not have a mutual language. This can be
connected to the RBV’s cognitive dimension of ‘shared language’ (Pearson et al., 2008);
it is important to have a mutual communication language to find, attract, and retain
competencies. In this context, ‘shared language’ can refer to both Swedish and a shared
firm spirit based on mutual values, norms, and behaviours. The empirical findings show
that ‘mutual language’ is an overarching theme that is crucial for rural family SMEs
when bringing new competencies into their firms, as it ultimately also affects their
control of the family firm’s spirit.

The empirical studies of this dissertation revealed that certain prerequisites affected
rural family SMEs’ competence management. Contextual aspects such as industry
affiliation and location played a crucial role in their competence management and
strategies. However, industry affiliation had a lesser impact than location. While the
rural location affected many rural family SMEs in terms of competence management
regardless of industry affiliation, the industry aspect was less influential. Still, industry
affiliation proved to have a slight effect on competence management in terms of how
rural family SMEs chose to find, attract, and retain competencies. Hence, these
strategies varied between the tourism and manufacturing industries, although not
significantly. The rural location, on the other hand, presented severe challenges,
regardless of industry affiliation. The scarcity of competencies in rural areas had
negative effects on the firms’ competence management, as they had to use creative
alternative strategies to meet their competence needs. Previous studies (e.g., Arend et
al., 2017; Kallmuenzer and Peters, 2018) have suggested that different industries
operate in different ways; however, this is not clear in this dissertation’s findings. What
is observable is that industry has a slight effect on rural competence management, but
not a decisive one, as different industries used similar strategies to navigate rural
competence scarcity and mismatch. The manufacturing industry used coopetition (e.g.,
also supported by Guenther, 2022) to a greater extent than the tourism industry, which
applied short-term contracts and seasonal staff to meet their competence needs (e.g.,
also supported by Siemens, 2012).
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The rural location is described as a prerequisite that creates a downward spiral:
retirement and the ‘emigration’ of competencies leave rural areas with less skilled
labour to choose from when attracting and retaining competencies. Several studies have
demonstrated this, although they mainly focused on the macro perspective (e.g., Bjerke
and Johansson, 2015; Karlsson, 2018; Keuschnigg, Mutgan and Hedstrom, 2019),
while the micro-perspective (i.e., values, norms, and behaviours) has been overlooked.
Clearly, the rural location is a prerequisite that substantially affects rural family SMEs
as they navigate the current competence scarcity. Using the RBV lens, it can be argued
that rural competence scarcity presents a crucial challenge for rural family SMEs as
they allocate and cultivate competencies, both internally and externally.

Another challenging prerequisite is the lack of local education for specific
competencies. In the manufacturing industry especially, there is concern over the
closure of local, industry-specific educational institutions that, in earlier years, supplied
specialised competencies. According to this dissertation’s empirical studies, these
institutions have become largely theoretical, which does not align with the industry’s
competence needs. However, both industries have adopted various strategies to work
proactively to moderate the competence management problems related to their rural
contexts. For example, rural family SMEs have adopted internal competence
development and education to develop competencies that already exist within the firm.
As the relational dimension of RBV proposes, pinpointing the importance of trust,
norms, values, and motives (Pearson et al., 2008), the findings in this dissertation show
that manufacturing family SMEs extensively adopt the strategy of recruiting family
members because of mutual trust, shared values, and long-term prospects. Recruiting
family members in family SMEs can increase credibility for family values, norms, and
behaviours and maintain the firm’s familiness (socio-emotional wealth) (e.g., Martinez-
Romero and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016). Another strategy is to use short-term contracts or
sub-contractors to circumvent parts of the ‘Employment Protection Act’ (The Swedish
Government, 2023), as long-term employment may disrupt the firm’s family spirit.
Prior studies have not addressed this point, as family SMEs often use long-term
prospects because of their family ownership heritage (e.g., Bau et al., 2019). Another
way to strategically meet competence needs is through networks and coopetition
(Nalebuff and Brandenburger, 1997), particularly network coopetition (Gast, 2017).
Previous research has acknowledged that coopetition may reduce risk and uncertainty
(e.g., Gast, 2017; Nalebuff and Brandenburger, 1997); however, this dissertation shows
the extensive use of coopetition, especially network coopetition, among the smallest
SMEs with family ownership structures. One strategy that tourism family SMEs adopt
is hourly or short-term contracts, which provide a short-term solution to an immediate
need for specialised competencies, although this practise does not address the long-term
situation of the competence shortage. Another closely related strategy is employing
seasonal staff, which advantageous in situations such as pro-longing a season or
addressing a seasonal competence need. Some studies have already observed the use of
short-term contracts and seasonal employment (e.g., Siemens, 2012), but not in the
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context of rural family SMEs and their competence management in relation to rural
competence scarcity.

The findings also show that, irrespective of industry affiliation, rural family SMEs face
similar competence management challenges because of their rural settings. The
industries examined here, manufacturing and tourism, employ some similar strategies
to moderate the negative effects of these competence management challenges. Due to
the scarcity of internal competencies, rural family SMEs also seek external
competencies by relying on, for example, local networks, and they use mutual, industry-
specific recruitment. The finding regarding the use of external competencies may
complement the RBV perspective, which otherwise focuses on the development of
internal competencies (Barney, 1991). The RBV’s structural dimension focuses on the
use of ‘networks’ to find, attract, and retain resources (Pearson et al., 2008), such as
competencies. The empirical studies of this dissertation confirm this theoretical
assumption; the rural family SME owners identified networks as a crucial strategy to
meet competence needs because they made it possible to share competencies with other
firms in the area. Previous research has also observed this (e.g., Gast, 2017). The rural
family SME owners also highlighted the importance of recruiting competencies locally
to keep them in their rural community, although there is an acknowledged problem that
individuals with specialised competencies tend to ‘emigrate’ to urban or sub-urban
areas.

The rural context has limited competencies to offer; rural family SMEs thus must be
innovative regarding competence strategies. The respondents from the manufacturing
industry expressed that it was difficult to compete with the salaries that urban firms
offer. Thus, as in previous studies, e.g., Nystrém (2021), the findings here show that
the rural context creates several competence challenges. Another complexity related to
the location is that competencies within rural family SMEs are tied to specific
geographical areas, and the firms’ work cannot be done remotely. Previous research by
Grant has noted this (1991:126) by observing ‘geographical and competency
immobility’. Thus, this dissertation’s empirical studies show that limited access to
competencies is a key factor that affects competence management in rural family SMEs.
However, this dissertation further contributes to new knowledge by showing that rural
locations affect rural family SMEs by narrowing selection of competencies in their
firms, which their familiness also affects.

In contrast to previous research claiming that family SMEs use long-term strategies and
prospects (e.g., Kotey and Folker, 2007), this dissertation shows that rural family SMEs
apply short-term strategies to find, attract, and retain competencies to meet their
immediate competence needs. They develop competencies and educate employees
internally and simultaneously seek skills and qualifications externally. The RBV
perspective demonstrates that firms mainly use internal resources, such as
competencies, to gain competitive advantages (Andersén, 2021; Barney, 1991).
However, these studies demonstrate that external competencies play an equally
important role. The empirical material shows the allocation of both external and internal
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competencies. According to the respondents, short-term competence management
strategies are applied because of the rural location and the related competence scarcity,
but these are not the firms’ ideal competence management strategies. The rural family
SME-owners indicated that they must often disregard long-term prospects and
strategies to make ends meet. Although this way of managing competencies may not
present immediate problems, it may generate challenges in the long-term perspective
for rural family SMEs, rural community, and ultimately at the national level, that is, for
policymakers.

RQ1 asked, ‘How do industry affiliation and location affect the prerequisites and
strategies for competence management in rural family SMEs?” Some key findings from
the empirical material can help answer this question. First, the rural location, as a
prerequisite, presents a much greater challenge for rural family SMEs’ competence
management than the industry affiliation. However, industry affiliation affects the
strategies used to find, attract, and retain competencies. Second, as the rural location
significantly affects how rural family SMEs manage competencies, these firms use both
internal and external resources to meet the competence needs in a context of rural
competence scarcity. Previous research based on RBV has mainly focused on how firms
cultivate internal resources to gain competitive advantages (Hanson, Hessel, and Danes,
2019). However, it is necessary to include more extensive theoretical explanations of
this strategic mode in rural family SMEs.

6.2 Familiness Versus Competence Diversity

The second RQ of the dissertation focused on the role of familiness in managing
competencies in rural family SMEs, and it also concerned how familiness affects their
implementation of competence diversity. The RQ asks, ‘In which ways and why does
familiness affect competence diversity in rural family SMEs in terms of finding,
attracting, and retaining competencies?’

As most of the firms active in rural areas are SMEs with a family ownership structure,
they also experience the challenges of the competence scarcity the most (e.g., Bjerke
and Mellander, 2017). This dissertation reveals a severe downward spiral in terms of
competence scarcity for family SMEs operating in rural areas, as there is a shortage in
available competencies to match their competence needs; at the same time, family
SME:s attempt preserve their organisational family spirit through a narrow competence
recruitment process. To respond to this challenge, the family SMEs do not optimally
use the competencies available in their rural surroundings because of their goal of
preserving the firm’s familiness. The respondents also experience an increasing lack of
interest from potential employees in working in their firms because of the family
ownership structure (fewer career opportunities), location (rural areas), and lack of
competitive advantages compared to urban firms. As many aspiring employees in rural
areas lack the specialised competencies that family SMEs need, the firms must often
educate new employees internally, a time- and resource-consuming process. Further,
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family SMEs lack support from policymakers regarding the problem of rural
competence scarcity and its effects.

The ownership structure, which is particularly concentrated in rural family SMEs, is
fundamental to the ways in which firms develop their values, strategies, and
organisational structure (Foss et al., 2021; Nordqvist and Melin, 2010). Previous
research has suggested that the ownership structure plays an important role in
determining a firm’s values, norms, and behaviours (Foss et al., 2021). Accordingly,
the family ownership structure strongly influences a firm’s values, norms, and
behaviours regarding competence management (Kotlar et al., 2020). Rural family
SME:s incorporate family values, norms, behaviours in their strategies to keep the team
of employees close and maintain the firm’s familiness. They do so to preserve the
family firm’s heritage, values, norms, and local reputation. The RBV’s relational
dimension provides a further explanation, as trust, values, norms, and motives are taken
into particular consideration (Pearson et al., 2008). In this dissertation, these traits play
a fundamental role in the allocation of competencies in rural family SMEs. The
familiness aspect is also a theme in SEW theory, where it plays a crucial part in family
firms (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). This is also observed in the present empirical findings.

Hiring family members is a natural part of the family business concept and its
management (Kellermanns et al., 2008). According to previous research, family
members tend to share identical values within the family firm, which is characterised
by mutual trust and long-term commitment (Eddleston et al., 2010; Heider, Hiilsbeck,
and von Schlenk-Barnsdorf, 2022). However, family SMEs may experience a
competence challenge in terms of competence diversity if they only employ family
members, as specialised competencies are more likely to be found externally than
within a family (Hauswald et al., 2016). Accordingly, rural family SMEs use the
strategy of searching for employees outside the family to find specialised competencies.
However, the rural context makes it difficult for family SMEs to find, attract, and retain
them. To cope with challenges related to the rural context, these firms strive to, for
example, employ family members and seasonal staff that match their family spirit.
Previous RBV research has shown that these strategies are successful in terms of
managing challenges (Crick and Crick, 2021). Additionally, SEW theory explains that
‘competence diversity’ may not be a priority in family firms, as the preservation of
family heritage is the focus (e.g., Gao, Liu, and Wang, 2022). Thus, in line with
previous research and theoretical assumptions, these findings confirm that this is the
case. However, these findings are ambiguous in terms of rural family SMEs expressing
a desire to employ more diverse competencies, although they also ‘block’ the
recruitment of potential competencies, as they do not fit into their family spirit.

These findings show that the values, norms, and behaviours within rural family SMEs
are the foundation of the competence management strategies they develop, and these
strategies are adopted for the owners to maintain control over family firm spirit and
organisational culture. This resonates with SEW theory, according to which the
‘reluctance towards risk’ leads to less ‘competence diversity’ in family firms due to the
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preservation of familiness (e.g., Zientara, 2017). The empirical material shows that
organisational cultures can be either ‘open’ or ‘closed’ to competence diversity. Rural
family SMEs emphasised the need for employees with competencies that allow them
to work independently and be very familiar with the local area and culture. The issue is
not family spirit or familiness, but rather a team of employees for whom local, rural
knowledge is the top priority. However, the rural family SMEs also emphasised the
importance of seasonal staff and had a positive attitude towards competence diversity
within the workplace, which contradicts SEW theory, as the theory focuses on
preserving family heritage (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007).

The studies reveal that rural family SMEs try to minimise the number of employees
outside the family to maintain the team’s family spirit and familiness. This is also
shown in previous research, where the organisational spirit within the family SME
results from shared values, norms, and behaviours handed down through generations
(Chirico and Salvato, 2016). However, the expression of this familiness differs between
industries, which have different needs for diversified competencies. The SEW theory
explains competence diversity as a mix of family involvement that includes family
members and non-family influence, such as non-family related employees (e.g., Das,
2022).

The rural family SMEs emphasised a communication barrier that presents challenges
with integrating some competencies that represent different cultural or diverse
backgrounds. The firm owners referred to the poor integration programmes in Sweden
and their effects, as many competencies are lost through the lack language education
for newly arrived immigrants, for example, which leads to gaps in communication
between potential employees and the family firm spirit. Confusion related to
communication leads to tension within the firm, the family spirit, and ultimately
familiness. However, the rural family SMEs nonetheless positively acknowledge the
opportunity to recruit a more diverse workforce, and hence, they embrace more
competence diversity. Nonetheless, the rural family SMEs also strongly emphasised
that they are not interested in recruiting individuals who cannot communicate in the
language used in their workplace, as this causes extensive confusion that drains both
time and resources. The rural family SME-owners highlighted the importance of
maintaining the family spirit, familiness, and embodied values through communication
within the firm. They also explained that competence diversity and diverse ways of
communicating may create tension in the organisational culture and thus threaten the
family spirit. According to both SEW theory and RBV, a ‘shared language’ and clear
communication can lead to ‘competence diversity’ and bringing in new competencies
into the firm. In the findings, clear communication is identified as a key resource needed
to successfully integrate competencies into the firm.

As a result, competence diversity does not appear to be an appealing primary concept
for rural family SMEs, as they often prematurely decide who they will recruit rather
than determining which competencies are needed from a long-term perspective. The
short-term competence management strategies that these firms often apply to address
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an immediate situation may explain why long-term competence needs are put aside.
This also creates a downward spiral, as rural family SMEs believe that the pool of
matching competencies in their geographical areas will continue to decline, ultimately
leading to even more emphasis on short-term competence management strategies to
solve immediate needs instead of planning for the future. These findings show that it is
more important to the rural family SMEs to maintain a close team of employees and
preserve the family spirit than it is to incorporate competence diversity, such as mixed
qualifications, into their competence management strategies. Rural family SMEs are
therefore reluctant to incorporate competence diversity in their organisational cultures.
The unique communication within rural family SMEs seems to be a main reason that
otherwise necessary or preferred competencies are lacking. Based on these findings, it
could be argued that rural family SMEs exclude some essential competencies at the
expense of preserving their family spirit and familiness. Previous research conducted
using RBV has focused on internal competence acquisition (e.g., Beltran-Martin et al.,
2009), but the empirical studies in this dissertation show that rural family SMEs also
seek crucial competencies externally, but perhaps not to the necessary extent.

RQ2 asked, ‘In which ways and why does familiness affect competence diversity in
rural family SMEs in terms of finding, attracting, and retaining competencies?’ The
empirical findings provide some key take-aways. First, competence diversity is not
considered a priority in rural family SMEs, as their family values and norms guide their
competence management. In line with previous theoretical assumptions, competence
diversity not only plays an unclear role in rural family SMEs (e.g., Das, 2022), but it is
also minimised in favour of the primary goal of familiness. These findings are
ambiguous; although rural family SMEs expressed a desire to employ more diverse
competencies, they simultaneously ‘block’ potential competencies from being recruited
because they do not match their family spirit. Second, family spirit or familiness is not
always the key concern in rural family SME competence management; rather, the need
for a team of employees with local, rural knowledge is the top priority. However, the
rural family SMEs also had a positive attitude towards competence diversity within the
workplace, which contradicts the SEW theory (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). Third,
previous research has found that the family spirit within a family SME is a result of
shared values, norms, and behaviours handed down through generations (Chirico and
Salvato, 2016). However, these findings show that the expression of this familiness
differs between industries. Fourth, the short-term competence management strategies
that these firms often apply to address an immediate situation may explain why long-
term competence needs are put aside. However, this decision also causes a downward
spiral, as rural family SMEs believe that the pool of local competencies will continue
declining, ultimately leading to even more emphasis on short-term competence
management strategies to address immediate competence needs instead of planning for
the future. A final take-away is that the unique communication within rural family
SME:s is a key reason that some otherwise necessary or preferred competencies are not
present. Based on these findings, it could be argued that rural family SMEs thus exclude
some essential competencies at the expense of preserving the firm’s family spirit and
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familiness. Previous research conducted using RBV has focused on internal
competence acquisition (e.g., Beltran-Martin et al., 2009), but the empirical studies in
this dissertation show that rural family SMEs also seek crucial competencies externally,
but perhaps not to the necessary extent.

6.3 Network Coopetition During Business Disruptions

The third RQ addressed the competence management strategies applied to navigate
business disruptions. There was a particular focus on crises as business disruptions and
on rural family SMEs’ strategies for handling these disruptions to achieve
entrepreneurial resilience and robustness. RQ3 asked, ‘Which competence management
strategies do rural family SMEs apply to enhance entrepreneurial endurance during
business disruptions and why?’

Changed business circumstances affect firm behaviour and strategies (Grant, 2015). In
challenging times, rural family SMEs, like non-family SMEs, tend to shift their
strategies to cope with new business and market circumstances (Grant, 2015). During
business disruptions, competence management strategies and modes of operation may
change due to volatile markets and transforming business circumstances, which is also
evident in this dissertation. The third and fourth empirical papers reveal that, during the
business disruption of Covid-19, rural family SMEs were still strongly attached to their
geographical areas, just as they were previously. The location was still highly important
to these firms, and few could operate remotely. During the pandemic, the respondents
still faced challenges in finding, attracting, and retaining local competencies, and they
stated that they had not changed their competence strategies due to the new situation.
This was especially noticeable in the smallest firms, those with fewer than 10
employees. The need for specialised competencies remained the same during the
pandemic, and thus, so did their competence management strategies. This finding
contradicts previous research, which has shown that competence management and
employment strategies tend to change in challenging times, and that it is important to
proactively develop these strategies during business disruptions (McAdam et al., 2019;
Schepers, Vandekerkhof, and Dillen, 2021). Rural family SMEs focused on retaining
employees rather than dismissing or recruiting more staff during the pandemic. This
competence management strategy is relevant from an RBV perspective, according to
which competences are primarily allocated internally (Barney, 1991). One explanation
for this may be that the rural family SMEs are generally small, which makes them more
‘reluctant towards risk’ (according to the SEW theory) and thus more likely to dismiss
or recruit competencies, as they initially have few employees or none at all.

The last empirical study of this dissertation showed that industry affiliation may have
played a role in the pandemic’s effects on rural family SMEs. While the tourism
industry was greatly affected, the niche branch of craft-food navigated the business
disruption quite well and increased profits and demand. Thus, these rural family SMEs
endured the business disruption better than the overall tourism industry. One
explanation is that the smaller firms generally had more diverse businesses, which
helped them navigate the business disruption more efficiently. Another finding was that
rural family SMEs who engaged in coopetition endured the pandemic better than those
who were not involved in coopetition networks. For the smallest rural family SMEs,
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network coopetition proved to be a successful strategy to withstand the business
disruption (e.g., Guenther, 2022). Network coopetition differs from ‘traditional’
coopetition, as many rather than few firms participate in these networks (Gast et al.,
2019). As a way of reducing uncertainty and risk, coopetition has previously been
observed in small firms (e.g., Bengtsson, Eriksson, and Wincent, 2010), although few
studies have focused on the smallest SMEs, rural areas, or competence management.
Coopetition has been described as a strategy that SMEs use to share scarce resources
(Crick and Crick, 2021; Kallmuenzer et al., 2022; Kraus et al., 2020; Schroder et al.,
2021), and family SMEs use local coopetition to nurture ties to the local area (Gast et
al., 2019). This dissertation confirms that this is also the case for rural family SMEs.
Those that engaged in network coopetition during the Covid-19 business disruption also
experienced added value, such as knowledge exchange, networking, and increased
competitive advantages. This finding is also highly relatable to RBV and the SEW
theory, as it is shows that networks may reduce risk and uncertainty in turbulent times
and that allocating resources through internal networks is a successful strategy for
sharing competencies when they are scarce.

The last two empirical studies in this dissertation show that rural family SMEs and non-
family SMEs did not change their competence management strategies during the
Covid-19 pandemic, and they did not experience an increased need to adopt new skills
or qualifications due to the new situation. The rural competence scarcity that was
present even before the business disruption lingered, and thus so did the challenge of
finding, attracting, and retaining competencies. To retain already acquired
competencies, the rural family SMEs used network coopetition to exchange and
collaborate regarding scarce resources. This was especially noticeable for the smallest
rural family SMEs, where network coopetition was observed in both formal and
informal settings. However, the network coopetition arrangements were observed to
occur more informal ways compared to ‘traditional’ coopetition. The RBV lens
suggests that rural family SMEs used ‘networks’ in the form of network coopetition in
an unexpected, informal way rather than a formal one. Resources such as skills and
knowledge were exchanged to better cope with the uncertainty of an unpredictable
market (e.g., Tillmar and Lindkvist, 2007), which the theme of ‘reluctance towards risk’
in the SEW theory also confirmed (Martinez-Romero and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016). Unlike
‘traditional’ coopetition, which generally refers to larger firms collaborating with
several business partners in formal settings, network coopetition includes
collaborations among many actors, usually SMEs. The rural family SMEs’ industry
seemed to affect the outcomes of the network coopetition strategy during business
disruptions. Depending on industry affiliation, firm size, and ownership structure, the
Covid-19 pandemic was handled differently.

RQ3 asked, “Which competence management strategies do rural family SMEs apply to
enhance entrepreneurial endurance during business disruptions and why?’. The findings
provide some key take-aways. First, the rural location and its competence scarcity
proved as challenging during the business disruption as they were previously. The rural

68



family SMEs did not change their competence management strategies due to the new
situation. This was especially noticeable in the smallest firms, that is, those with fewer
than 10 employees. The need for specialised competencies remained the same during
the pandemic, and thus so did their competence management strategies. This finding
contradicts previous research, which established that competence management and
employment strategies tend to change in challenging times and that it is important to
proactively develop these strategies during business disruptions (McAdam et al., 2019;
Schepers, Vandekerkhof, and Dillen, 2021). Second, industry affiliation may have
played a role in how and to what extent the pandemic affected the rural family SMEs.
Third, the smaller firms generally had more diverse businesses, which helped them
navigate the business disruption more efficiently. Additionally, the rural family SMEs
who used coopetition endured the pandemic better than those that were not involved in
networks. For the smallest rural family SMEs, network coopetition proved to be a
successful strategy to withstand the business disruption better. Fourth, the rural family
SMEs that engaged in network coopetition during the business disruption also
experienced added value, such as knowledge-exchange, networking, and increased
competitive advantages. This finding is also highly relatable to RBV and the SEW
theory, as networks may reduce risk and uncertainty in turbulent times, and allocating
resources through internal networks is a successful strategy to share competencies when
they are scarce. Another take-away is that network coopetition arrangements were more
informal than in ‘traditional’ coopetition. The RBV lens reveals that rural family SMEs
used ‘networks’ in the form of network coopetition and did so in an unexpected,
informal way rather than a formal one. Resources such as skills and knowledge were
exchanged to better cope with the uncertainty of the unpredictable market, which the
theme of ‘reluctance towards risk’ in the SEW theory also confirms (Martinez-Romero
and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016). Another take-away is that the rural family SMEs’ industry
seemed to affect the outcomes of the network coopetition strategy during business
disruptions. Depending on industry affiliation, firm size, and ownership structure, the
business disruption was handled differently. A final take-away is that, in line with RBV
and the SEW theory, rural family SMEs may use networks to reduce risk, although this
dissertation reveals that these networks may be more informal than was previously
known. Additionally, this dissertation establishes that network coopetition plays a vital
role for rural family SMEs in navigating and remaining robust during business
disruptions. A distinction between ‘traditional” coopetition and network coopetition is
made and refines the understanding of competence management strategies in rural
family SMEs in times of business disruptions.
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6.4 Summary of Discussion

Three RQ guided the dissertation. Figure 4 gives an overview how the papers respond
to these RQs.

Rural
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Figure 4. The positioning of the RQs, papers and the established findings.

To summarise the discussion of the empirical findings, Paper I reveals that location
greatly affects the prerequisites for competence management, as the rural location is
very much tied to the downward spiral that competence scarcity creates. This finding
is related to RQ 1, which concerns location and industry affiliation. It is thus a matter
of the competence scarcity in rural areas strongly affecting rural family SMEs’
competence management. Figure 4 illustrates the finding that the rural location is
important. Industry affiliation, on the other hand, proved to affect the competence
management strategies of rural family SMEs to a lesser extent, as similar strategies
were adopted in both industries. However, both industries required different levels of
specialised competencies, and highlighted the rural competence scarcity. This scarcity
affects some industries more than others, although it generally affects all firms.
However, the competence scarcity problem affects rural family SMEs irrespective of
industry affiliation.

Furthermore, Paper II shows that the values, norms, and behaviours that guide rural
family SMEs’ competence management strategies are closely tied to the firm’s
familiness and the family spirit, which SEW theory has identified as one of the unique
characteristics of family firms (Gomez-Mejia et al., 2007). This is related to the second
RQ, which focuses on familiness and competence diversity. The importance of the
familiness aspect in rural family SME competence management is indicated in Figure
4. It is more important for rural family SMEs to have a small and close team of
employees who align with the firm’s family values than it is to include extensive
competence diversity. This has not previously been acknowledged in rural family SMEs,
even though they are an important contributor to rural business prosperity. SEW theory
has previously explained this as a way for family firms to operate (Martinez-Romero
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and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016). These findings reveal that it is important to rural family
SMEs that potential employees can blend into the firm’s culture and understand
communication within the firm to preserve familiness, control, and reputation. The rural
family SMEs also highlighted the Swedish context of the Employment Protection Act
and poor integration programmes, as these leads to the loss of potential competencies
in the rural context.

Another finding from Paper III and Paper IV is that the rural family SMEs do not change
their competence management strategies due to business disruptions. However,
network coopetition is used more in challenging times. The importance of network
coopetition is highlighted in Figure 4. This is related to the third RQ, which addresses
business disruptions and entrepreneurial endurance. Business disruptions make the
rural family SMEs seek the exchange of knowledge and competencies to a greater
extent to reduce risk. This is because these firms are generally small and therefore often
have fewer than 10 employees, or even none at all. Additionally, competence diversity
is replaced by family values, norms, and behaviours (familiness), as rural family SMEs
do not consider it an important concept. Instead, familiness results in a general
reluctance towards risk and competence diversity rather than an embrace of it.
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7 Conclusions

In the following chapter concluding remarks are elaborated from the discussion of the
findings. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed, as well as limitations
and further research.

7.1 Concluding Remarks

The purpose of this dissertation was to deepen the understanding of challenges and
strategies in rural family SMEs’ competence management and examine how location,
industry affiliation, competence diversity, and business disruptions affect these firms’
challenges and strategies. It is clear that the rural location is a prerequisite and challenge
that substantially affects rural family SMEs as they navigate existing competence
scarcity. Industry affiliation was shown to affect rural competence management; rural
family SMEs in different industries manage competencies in different ways, and they
also have different competence needs. However, industry affiliation proved less
important for competence management strategies than the rural location that affects
these strategies. Thus, the rural location has a stronger impact on rural family SMEs’
competence management strategies than industry affiliation. In contrast to previous
literature on industry affiliation and its impact on resource allocation and strategies, this
dissertation shows that industry has less impact than previously through.

Using the RBV lens, it can be argued that rural competence scarcity challenges rural
family SMEs’ ability to allocate and cultivate competencies, both internally and
externally. The smallest rural family SMEs widely use the competence management
strategy of network coopetition, which has proved successful in increasing their access
to important competencies when they are scarce. The ways in which rural family SMEs
find, attract, and retain competencies depends on their contextual setting, such as
rurality and the industry. The reasons they use certain competence management
strategies strongly depends on their family values, norms, and behaviours, that is, their
familiness (socio-emotional wealth). The preservation of familiness in rural family
SMEs makes them more or less reluctant towards competence diversity, and therefore,
some critical competencies may be lost.

In contrast to previous literature suggesting that business disruptions change firms’
needs and strategies due to the volatile external environment, this dissertation shows
that business disruptions do not change their competence management strategies in a
significant way, although rural competence scarcity and the small size of rural family
SMEs contribute to the extensive use of coopetition (network coopetition; RBV).
Through network coopetition, they share competencies, such as individuals with
specific qualifications, skills, and knowledge, when these resources are scarce
internally. The Swedish Employment Protection Act, as well as poor national
integration systems, are emphasised as challenging aspects for rural family SMEs when
bringing in potential competencies, some of which are lost.
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7.2 Theoretical Implications

The family business literature has primarily focused on the unique trait of familiness in
family SMEs. According to theory, familiness has enhanced the long-term prospects of
family SMEs and their heritage through generations, as SEW theory acknowledges.
However, one theoretical implication of this dissertation is that rural family SMEs tend
to apply short-term competence management strategies to meet their immediate need
for competencies, thereby setting aside long-term prospects. Another theoretical
implication is that RBV including the theoretical assumption that firms mainly use their
internal resources to gain competitive advantages (e.g., Beltran-Martin et al., 2009), it
is here shown that external resources are also extensively used to meet competence
needs. Thus, a theoretical implication of this dissertation concerns internal versus
external competence acquisition; rural family SMEs use both strategies. While previous
literature on family businesses has focused on the use of coopetition, this dissertation
reveals the extensive usage of the network coopetition strategy among the smallest rural
family SMEs, which was observed through the RBV lens. The use of network
coopetition mitigates the effects of business disruptions for rural family SMEs, as this
strategy makes them more robust to a volatile external environment. This finding may
refine the RBV’s structural dimension, which highlights the use of internal networks,
as the specific usage of network coopetition is a way for rural family SMEs to navigate
challenging times.

Another theoretical implication is the way that previously lesser-known strategies
attached to family values, norms, and behaviours guide the rural family SMEs towards
or away from competence diversity. These SMEs preserve their family firm heritage at
the expense of implementing broad competence diversity. This is problematic, as the
continuing competence scarcity strongly affects rural areas, and rural family SMEs are
the largest employers and economic contributors. In line with SEW theory, it was
observed that familiness, competence diversity, and reluctance to risk are important,
unique traits of family firms (Martinez-Romero and Rojo-Ramirez, 2016). However,
this dissertation refines these aspects and establishes that rural family SMEs use
familiness as a strategy to ‘close’ their working environment to competence diversity.
A combination of rural family SME owners’ values, norms, and behaviours, as well as
macro legislation and regulations, influence competence management in rural family
SMEs.

7.3 Practical Implications

A crucial practical implication of this dissertation is that rural family SMEs in different
industries handle rural competence scarcity in different ways, which is why industries
should be supported in navigating this challenging situation. The underlying values,
norms, and behaviours thus vary between different industries and their competence
needs. Rural family SMEs are crucial to reversing competence scarcity, as they can
counteract this negative development. It is evident that the challenges that rural family
SMEs face require long-term solutions, as the acute rural competence scarcity often
leads them to use short-term strategies at the expense of long-term prospects. One
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related implication on a societal level is that policymakers and practitioners should
properly address rural competence scarcity, as it may continue and lead to even more
severe consequences at national and even global levels. The findings confirm that the
Swedish Employment Protection Act, together with poor integration systems for newly
arrived immigrants, results in potential competencies being overlooked, not properly
implemented, or even lost. The integration of, for example, newly arrived immigrants
could increase population density in rural areas, which would also lead to a greater need
for rural infrastructure. With the help of policymakers, the integration of potential
competencies could make rural areas more attractive and thus draw competencies back.

Another finding is the extensive use of network coopetition in rural family SMEs and
the role of collaboration in navigating competence scarcity. Thus, one implication
concerns enabling more collaboration in the rural context on several levels. The evident
role of familiness in the values, norms, and behaviours of the rural family SME-owners
guides competence management, and this finding could be acknowledged. In many
ways, familiness may lead to reluctance towards risk and reluctance towards bringing
in new competencies; hence, broader views are necessary, as is the implementation of
competence diversity due to its importance for business prosperity. Thus, one
implication of this dissertation concerns the ambiguous standpoint towards competence
diversity, which previous research has found to be crucial for firms and their ability to
achieve successful business performance.

7.4 Limitations and Further Research

A limitation of this dissertation could be the focus on the Scandinavian context, as other
contexts with multiple rural areas could be used for comparison (Alsos and Delvik,
2021; Kelly and Lobao, 2019; Walmsley et al., 2020). The Swedish context is unique
because of its strong employment regulations and legislation (e.g., Hjort, 2023), which
play an important role in challenging rural family SMEs to fully implement new
competencies into their firms. Further research could compare Sweden’s beneficial
public support systems with countries with less governmental support to explore
whether this is a critical component of widespread rural competence scarcity. As
research has suggested that competence mismatch and scarcity affect other regions, as
well (Adeyinka-Ojo, 2018), one route for future research is expanding this horizon to
add to this body of knowledge.

This dissertation reveals that rural family SMEs have a reluctance or ambiguous attitude
towards competence diversity. Previous research has also acknowledged issues with
implementing different kinds of diversity in firms (e.g., Cho, Kim, and Barak, 2017),
although not specifically in rural family SMEs. Further research could include inquiries
such as — is the reluctant or ambiguous attitude towards competence diversity also
observed in firms other than rural family SMEs? It could also consider the specific
consequences for business prosperity when firms choose to exclude or not cultivate
certain competencies in short- and long-term perspectives.
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As previous research has suggested that family SMEs and non-family SMEs act
differently in terms of competence management (Backman and Palmberg, 2015; Bjerke
and Johansson, 2015), a more extensive comparison between these types of firms
regarding rural competence scarcity could be valuable. Such an analysis could reveal
even more unique traits of rural family SMEs. This dissertation only considers non-
family SMEs in the second and third studies, which could be a limitation, as there is a
lack of genuine comparison between similarities and differences.

This dissertation specifically examines the Covid-19 pandemic as a business disruption
for rural family SMEs. However, a related limitation is that other business disruptions
may affect firms in other ways. Thus, another suggestion for further research concerns
the effect of present and emerging business disruptions on SME competence
management strategies, such as rising inflation or instability in Europe and the EU, both
of which generate volatile business environments and markets (The Swedish
Government, 2023). When conducting interviews prior to the pandemic, I met
interviewees in person and engaged in in-depth conversations. However, interviewing
during the pandemic was done over the phone or online, which made it more difficult
to detect subtle tendencies. This may have affected the outcomes and interpretation of
the data. As the business environment changed rapidly, there was a shift in priorities
for rural family SME-owners and a shift in the aspects they discussed. Nevertheless,
the great challenges for firms operating in rural areas were still present, which indicates
the need for future research that can identify solutions to the imbalance in prerequisites
that persists in rural areas.
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Appendices

Appendix 1
Interview Guide Qualitative Study (Partial Study 1):

Interview Guide

1 How would you define competence management?
2 How would you describe the firm in which you are operating?
3 In what ways do you experience the family entrepreneurship part of the firm?
4 How do you experience the possibility of recruiting new employees to the firm?
5 How would you describe the process of finding employees and competencies during the past years?
6 How do you experience the availability of competencies in the regional area in which your firm operates?
7 In what ways would you say you experience competence management as problematic?
8 With regard to competence management, do you experience being a family SME as a positive or negative factor?

How do you experience your geographical position in terms of competence management in relation to other family SMEs
o in your region?
10 What do you think about the future regarding competence management in your firm?

How do you perceive the potential for strategic development of your firm in the future? Is there anything you would like
1 to change strategically regarding competence management in your firm?
12 Do you see other ways of engaging competencies to your firm, other than through employment?

How do you reflect upon competence management in relation to being a business within the manufacturing
13 industry/tourism sector? How is your industry perceived when you are recruiting employees?
14 | How would you describe your strategies for finding employees and competencies in the local region?
15 | How would you describe your competence strategies in a long-term perspective?
16 | What do they include/take into account in the long-term perspective?
17 | In what ways would you say that your firm contributes to the local community/the local proximity?

‘What pros and cons would you say you have from operating as a family SME compared to a larger firm, in terms of
18 competence management?
19 | What is the constellation of your firm in terms of employees?
20 What is the overall constellation of your firm? Owner-family dominance or non-family attached involved?
21 ‘What is the family constellation involved in your firm?
22 How do you attract new competencies to your business?
23 | Do you use external consulting when you are recruiting, or do you manage this in-house?
24 | How do you experience the process of recruiting employees and competencies to your firm?
25 | How large is the geographical area from which you recruit employees and find competencies?

Do you experience that the possibility of finding competent labour has changed in recent years? If a change has occurred,
2 what do you believe is the underlying cause behind that?

Do you as a family SME, have previous experience of recruiting diverse competencies? If this is the case, how have you
z encountered these specific competencies of the labour market?
28 Would you consider recruiting diverse competencies?
29 | Inwhat ways do you attract competent labour to your firm?
30 What competence development do you see for those already employed within your firm at this stage?
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Appendix 2

Survey Questionnaire Quantitative Study (Partial Study 2 and Partial Study 3):

The purpose of this study is to investigate how the conditions have been for running
firms in tourism and artisan food in Jdmtland during the Covid-19 pandemic. The
results of the study will help to increase knowledge about how the pandemic has
affected firms and in what way firms have faced the crisis.

The answers will be treated anonymously.

The questionnaire takes about 10-15 minutes to answer.

Thank you for participating in our study!

Questions about the firm

1. What year did the firm start?

Answer options: 1900-2021

2. Is the firm still active?

Response options:

Yes, No the firm was shut down before the pandemic, No the firm was shut down during
the pandemic.

3. In what firm form is the firm run?

Answer options: Ltd, Economic association, Individual firm, Trading firm, Non-profit
association, Foundation, Other.

4. The extent to which the business is conducted?

Response options: Full time, Part time/Seasonal, Other.

5. What turnover did the firm have in 2019?

Response options in SEK: 0, 1-100 000, 100 000-499 999, 500 000-1000 000, 1000
001-3000 000, 3000 001-5000 000, more than 5000 000.

6. How many employees did the firm have in 2019?

Response options: 0, Only the owner, 1, 2, 3,4,5,6,7, 8,9, 10, 11-20, 20 or more, Did
not run a business in 2019.

7. In which area do you conduct business? (Several options can be specified)
Response options: Craft-food, Hotel activities or camping etc., Restaurant, Café,
Brewery, Experience industry, Traditional agriculture / farm, Other crafts, Other:
comment.

8. Is the firm involved in any REKO-ring? (Several options can be specified)
Response options: Yes, the business has been involved in REKO-ring even before the
pandemic occurred, Yes, the business has joined the REKO-ring during the pandemic,
No, the business is not part of any REKO-ring.

9. Follow up question: If Yes, member of REKO-ring: How many REKO-rings is the
firm involved in?

Response options: Open

10. Has the membership in any REKO-ring entailed an increase in turnover during
pandemic?

Response options: Not part of REKO-ring, Not at all / to a very low extent, To a small
extent, Neither to a low nor to a high extent, To a large extent, To a very large extent
11. Why did you choose / did not choose to sell via a REKO-ring?

Answer options: Open

12. Is the firm a family business, that is, are there several family members

involved in the business?

Answer options: Yes, No
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13. In which municipality is the firm located?
Response options: Berg, Bricke, Hirjedalen, Krokom, Ragunda, Stromsund, Are,
Ostersund, Other.

Questions about the firm in general, before the Covid-19 pandemic:
14. To what extent does the following statement apply to your business (before the
pandemic)?
Response options: 5-point Likert scale 1= not at all/to a very low extent - 5= to a very
large extent
a) The geographical location in which the business is operating is important to the
business.
b) Firm revenue comes mainly from the local market (within the county)
¢) The firm has many competitors operating within same area
d) The firm has a unique product that is difficult to copy
e) The firm's goods and services are in line with the EU's sustainability goals
f) The firm has sufficient knowledge of how sustainability issues are included in
the business
g) The competence that exists in the firm is difficult for others to copy
h) It is easy to attract staff with the necessary skills
i) The firm has access to well-functioning broadband
j) The firm's management is positive about the digitization of the business
k) The firm can to a large extent be managed remotely
1) The firm has sufficient knowledge to use new technology and digital
innovations
m) Before the pandemic, the firm had a large financial buffer
n) The firm collaborates with other firms in the area
0) The firm has good contact with the region's business support

Questions about how the firm has been affected by the Covid-19 pandemic:
15. How has the industry (total in the country) been affected by the pandemic?
Response options: 5-point Likert scale - Not at all, To a very low extent, To a small
extent, To a large extent, To a very large extent
16. When in time has the Covid-19 pandemic been most noticeable to your business?
Response options: 5-point Likert scale 1= not at all/to a very low extent to 5= to a very
large extent
Spring 2020
Summer 2020
Autumn 2020
Winter 2020
Spring 2021
Summer 2021
Autumn 2021
17. When in time have there been the biggest changes in your business due to the Covid-
19 pandemic?
Response options: Same as question 16.
18. To what extent has the firm been affected by the pandemic in the following areas?
Response options: 5-point Likert scale 1= Decreased a lot compared to before the
pandemic to 5= Increased a lot compared to before the pandemic.

a) The pandemic has meant that the firm's turnover has...

b) The pandemic has meant that the number of employees has...
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c) The pandemic has meant that the demand for the firm's products has...
d) The pandemic has meant that the firm's liquidity has...
e) The pandemic has meant that the firm’s competitiveness has...
f) The pandemic has meant that the firm's profitability has...
g) The pandemic has meant collaborations with other firms has...
h) The pandemic has meant the need for new knowledge and skills has...
19. If the need for new knowledge has increased during the pandemic, how does the
firm meet that need?
Response option: Open
20. How have the firm's sales channels changed during the pandemic?
Answer options: 5-point Likert scale 1= Decreased a lot compared to before the
pandemic to 5= Increased a lot compared to before the pandemic, plus Not relevant
sales channel for the business.
a) Direct sales, shop / farm sales
b) Sales through resellers
c) Sales via personal networks
d) Sales via social media
e) Sales via website - e-commerce
21. To what extent do you agree with the following statements?
The pandemic has:
Response options: 5-point Likert scale 1= Agree to a very low extent, to 5= Agree to a
very large extent
a) The pandemic has propelled new opportunities that we would not otherwise
have tried
b) The pandemic has meant that goods and services have developed
¢) The pandemic has given us the opportunity to make new investments
d) The pandemic has meant a need to find new customer groups
e) The pandemic has given us the opportunity to train existing staff
f) The pandemic has given us the opportunity to increase staffing
22. To what extent do you agree with the following statements?
The pandemic has:
Response options: 5-point Likert scale 1= Agree to a very low extent, to 5= Agree to a
very large extent
a) The pandemic has meant a need to find new sales channels
b) The pandemic has meant that the firm's borrowed funds have had to increase
c) The pandemic has meant that the firm has had to reduce costs
d) The pandemic has meant that the prices of the firm's products have had to be
reduced
e) The pandemic has entailed major challenges with deliveries to the firm (raw
materials etc.)
f) The pandemic has meant that employees have been forced to resign or be laid
off
g) The pandemic has meant that the need for digital tools has increased
h) The pandemic has meant that the firm's management has become more positive
towards the digitisation of the business
i) The pandemic has meant an increased need to develop digital competence in the
company
j) The pandemic has meant that digital communication channels (Facebook,
Instagram etc.) have increased
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k) The pandemic has meant an increased demand for sustainable goods and
services
1) The pandemic has meant that the firm has gained an increased focus on
sustainable production and sustainable products
Comments: Open
23. How is the turnover expected to be in 2021?
Response options: Much lower than 2019, Lower than 2019, Unchanged compared to
2019, Higher than 2019, Much higher than 2019.
24. How do you perceive the long-term consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic for the
business?
Response options: Strong negative, Negative, Unchanged compared to before,
Positively, Very positive.

Questions about support and assistance received by the firm during the pandemic:
25. To what extent do you agree with the following statements:
Response options: 5-point Likert scale 1= Agree to a very low extent, to 5= Agree to a
very large extent

a) I experience that information about what support the firm can apply for is good

b) I have actively sought information about the support that has been available

¢) I experience that there have been good opportunities to get help to reduce the

negative effects of the pandemic
d) The municipality has been good at providing information and giving advice on
what support could have been applied for

26. To what extent has the firm applied for and received the following support during
the pandemic?
Answer options: Not applied for support, Applied for but not received support, Applied
for and received support

a) Deferment of tax payments

b) Turnover aid for sole proprietorships

c) Adjustment support for other firm forms

d) Shutdown support

e) Short-term layoffs (short-term work)

f) Temporarily reduced employer fees and employers’ contribution

g) Temporary discount for rental costs in vulnerable industries

h) Increased allocation to accrual fund

i) Extended government responsibility for sick pay costs

j)  Greater opportunity for unemployment insurance for dormant firms

k) Foretagsakuten - guarantee program for firms

1) Extended credits via Almi, etc.
27. To what amount does the total aid amount during the pandemic?
Response option (in SEK): 0, the firm has not received any aid, 1- 50 000, 50 001 -
100 000, 100 001 - 250 000, 250 001 - 500 000, 500 001 - 1 000 000, 1 000 001 kr - 2
000 000, 2 000 001 - 5 000 000, 5 000 001 or more.
28. If the firm has received support, has the aid / support been sufficient to maintain
the business?
Response option: The firm has not received support, Yes, If not, Comment.
29. To what extent have the following people / organisations been important to the firm
during the pandemic?
Response option: 5-point Likert scale 1= not at all/to a very low extent, to 5=to a very
large extent
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a) Personal networks
b) Corporate networks / industry networks
¢) The municipality
d) Region Jimtland Hérjedalen
e) Banks or other financial institutions
Business advisor
Open: Feel free to leave comments about existing help and support systems...

Questions about the firm in general and about you who respond to the survey:
30. To what extent do you agree with the following statements?
Response options: 5-point Likert scale 1= Agree to a very low extent, to 5= Agree to a
very large extent
a) There is a long-term plan for how the firm will develop
b) The firm is constantly working to find new creative solutions
¢) The firm accepts a high level of risk in new investments
d) The firm often asks for new partners to ensure and develop the competence in
the business?
e) The firm prefers a cautious development, even if it may mean that certain
opportunities are lost
f) Continuous renewal and innovation are important to the firm
g) The firm invests heavily in developing new products, services and business
methods
h) The firm strives to be at the forefront of digital development in the industry
i) The firm strives to act before competitors
31. What year were you born?
Response options: 1950 or earlier, the respondent could choose a year between 1951
and 2002, 2003 or later
32.1am...
Response options: Man, Woman, Do not want to answer
33. What education do you have?
Response options: Primary School, High school / Vocational training, College /
University 3 years, College / University more than 3 years
34. What is your position in the firm?
Response options: I own the business myself, I own the business together with another
/ others, I am employed in the business, Other
35. Is the business your main source of income?
Response options: Yes, No
36. Is there anything else you want to say about the pandemic, for example highlighting
something that could have been done differently?
Response options: Open
37. Would you like to take part in an interview? In that case, fill in your e-mail address
below:
Response Option: Open

Thank you for your participation and time!
Preliminary results of the study will be presented at: miun.se/robust entrepreneurship.
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Appendix 3
Interview Guide Mix-Method Study (Partial Study 3):

1. Organisational Information:

. Main Product/Service/Niche?

. Scale:
Full-time Part-time Hobby Seasonal

. Employment Rate?

. Corporate Form:
Private firm Trading firm Incorporate firm  Economic Association ~ Cooperative

. Why did you start (and run) the firm?

Personal drive / External drive

. What is most important to you — Sustainability? Local embeddedness?
Organic / Conventional production? Combination of both? Other certification? Do not know

. Distribution Channels?
. Changed during to the Covid-19 pandemic?

2. REKO If no,
Why have you chosen not to join REKO?

Pros and cons of REKO?
Attitudes towards REKO?

Skip to cooperations

. Proportion sales through REKO?

o For how long has the firm sold through REKO?
o In how many REKO-rings is the firm involved?
o Why these and not others?

. Why did you choose to join REKO?

* To increase sales » To manage risks better

» To receive a better price for the products * To counteract dominance of retail stores
* To reach a larger market * To be inspired by other producers

* To support local sustainability * To give meaning to my work

* To increase visibility for the products *» To work closer to the customer

* To gain fast and effective sales * To meet other producers

* To increase production of local food * To save money (no fee to join)

* To sell products locally * To contribute to local value-creation

* To increase individual decision-making
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. Other values of REKO —
Knowledge exchange Networks/other collaborations
Develop as an entrepreneur ~ Other:

. Changes because of REKO?
* Number of employees

* Sales price

* Profitability for the firm

* Supply of firm products

Other:

Competitive advantages

* Volume of production

» Knowledge about customers
* [T-competence

« Customer base

. How do you perceive other producers in REKO, selling similar products as your

firm?

Competitors

Cooperation partners

Decreases demand for firm products

Increases total market for the products

e How does the firm act if a product is *oversubscribed’?

Steers over to coming distribution
Directs the customer to competitor
Sells another product

. How do you perceive the future interest from producers for REKO?

Increasing interest Unchanged interest

Decreasing interest

. How do you perceive the future interest from customers for REKO?

Increasing interest Unchanged interest

Decreasing interest

. What attitudes do you see regarding REKO? Are there any negative aspects of the
collaboration activities in REKO, during and after the Covid-19 pandemic?

. What could be improved regarding REKO in your opinion?

. Did you have to make any adjustments in distribution of products due to the Covid-

19 pandemic?

3. Collaborations (other than REKO)

. Do you cooperate with other firms?

If no, — Why not?

Which partners do the firm collaborate with?

. In what areas do the firm cooperate?
Employees/Competencies

Sales

Product development

Organisational development

Concept development

Transportation

Communication with customers
Food-technical matters

Financial matters

Online sales

Lobbying/Increase public influence

Has cooperation increased during the Covid-19 pandemic? If so, do you believe that
collaborations will continue to increase or how will firms (small and large) survive after

the pandemic?
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Why do your firm cooperate?

(Motives) Pros and cons?
« To increase profitability
* To receive a better price for products
* To reach a larger market
* To support local sustainability
* To increase visibility for products
* To gain fast and effective sales
* To increase production of local food
* To sell products locally
* To increase individual decision-making
» To manage risks better
* To counteract dominance from retail stores
« To be inspired by other producers
« To give meaning to my work
» To work closer to the customer
* To give meaning by meeting other producers
* To contribute to local value-creation
* Other

Prerequisites for cooperations? (who
to cooperate with)

Is there a need to act in a certain way
(proactive/risktaker/be
innovative/planner/social)?

Or be active within the same industry/or
different industries?

4. Digitalisation

(Prerequisites and needs)
Internal competencies/customers’
competencies/time- and resource-consuming
administration?

. How important is the personal

connection with the customer?
Very important

Important

Not at all important

Other

5. Covid-19 Pandemic

. Adopted strategies to face the pandemic
(active/passive)? Competence management?

. Has there been any support during the
pandemic?
. Who has been important to you during the

pandemic? Economic support/consulting/other
firms/family/friends

6. Future

Learnings for future crises
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