W) Check for updates

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Special issue: Festschrift in Honour of Professor Gerard McElwee AND INNOVATION

The International Journal of
Entrepreneurship and Innovation
2022, Vol. 23(3) 188-202

© The Author(s) 2022

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/14657503221099212
journals.sagepub.com/homel/iei

®SAGE

A taxonomy of rural micro-enterprises:
Disembedded or bedrock of the
community

Karen Wilson
Independent Academic, UK

Shelley Harrington
University of Huddersfield Business School, UK

Alex Kevill

Leeds University Business School, UK

Abstract

This paper develops a taxonomy of rural micro-enterprises based on their level of embeddedness in the rural. Drawing
upon |9 in-depth narrative interviews we identify the classifications of ‘bedrock’, ‘anchored’, ‘disembedded’ and ‘perfunc-
tory’ enterprises. This offers a new categorisation of rural micro-enterprises and challenges the notion that all rural
micro-enterprises add value to the rural economy. Indeed, ‘disembedded’ rural micro-enterprises may have parasitical
tendencies and be negative contributors to rural economic sustainability due to the actions and choices made by their
owner-manager(s). Through the creation of an empirically and conceptually grounded taxonomy we reveal a number
of important attributes which develop understanding of the nature of rural micro-enterprises and highlight the varied
activities of such businesses. The implications of the taxonomy are discussed, and important policy implications are

identified.
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Introduction

Rural micro-enterprises (herein referred to as RMEs) are stra-
tegically important to the sustainability of the rural economy
(Tehrani and White, 2003), representing c91% of all registered
businesses and employing c¢31% of workers within rural
England (DEFRA, 2021). Micro-enterprises are defined as
businesses with fewer than ten employees and less than €2
m annual turnover (European Commission, 2020).

This paper increases understanding about RMEs by estab-
lishing a taxonomy based upon their degree of embeddedness
(Sofer and Schnell, 2017) within their rural community. It is
during the development of this taxonomy that the myth of
RME being a positive influence upon the rural economy
(McElwee et al., 2018; Moyes et al., 2014; Shrivastava and
Dwivedi, 2020) is challenged. This paper contributes to the
ongoing discourse about rural entrepreneurship by finding
that RMEs are motivated by lifestyle (Finke and Bosworth,
2016; Lyee and Cowling, 2015) ahead of wealth generation

and not all RMEs make a positive contribution to their com-
munity. Moreover, some may make a negative contribution
and we label these ‘disembedded’ RMEs with parasitical ten-
dencies, marking a move away from a tendency to romanti-
cise the rural (Gaddefors and Anderson, 2018).

Our empirical taxonomy contributes to theory by provid-
ing a clear nomenclature of RMEs for use in further aca-
demic research. The focus of this taxonomy is the RMEs
degree of embeddedness within their community, respond-
ing to Miiller and Korsgaard’s (2018) call for further
research investigating the embeddedness of enterprise
within the rural. Our taxonomy contributes to academic dis-
cussions regarding embeddedness and place (Jack and
Anderson, 2002; Kalantaridis and Bika, 2006; Korsgaard
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et al,, 2015a) by understanding the degree to which the
RME is embedded within their community and combining
this with the degree to which they are alert to new opportun-
ities in order to identify ‘types’ of RMEs.

The paper continues with a review of the theoretical
background underpinning this research. The research meth-
odology is then outlined and the pertinent findings inform-
ing the taxonomy discussed. We conclude by summarising
the contribution of this taxonomy to knowledge, policy, and
practice.

Context
Rural

‘Rural’ is challenging to define (Pato and Teixeira, 2016),
its meaning being personal to individuals and their circum-
stances (Moyes et al., 2014; Shrivastava and Dwivedi,
2020). Furthermore, Gaddefors and Anderson (2018)
contend that rural is a socially constructed spatial
concept. There is no universally agreed definition of rural
(Isserman, 2005; Pateman, 2011), with definitions being
subject to multiple influences including population
density, population size, economic activity, cultural and
social aspects, and remoteness (Bibby and Shepherd,
2004; DEFRA, 2021; Halseth et al., 2009; Isserman,
2005; Pateman, 2011; Pato and Teixeira, 2016). For some
people rural is simply the space where they live (Miiller
and Korsgaard, 2018), others typify rural as a romantic,
bucolic idyll (Gaddefors and Anderson, 2018) yet it can
conceal a darker underbelly of illegal activity (Somerville
et al., 2015). To fully understand ‘rural’, Miyoshi (2013)
advocates scrutinising the experiences of those living
within rural communities, conceptualising rural as a com-
munity of people living within a defined geography.
Existing definitions of rural are imprecise and depend
upon what aspect of ‘rural’ is being studied (Halseth
et al., 2009). Isserman (2005) warns vague definitions
such as a “settlement smaller than a town” (Bosworth,
2012: 499) may be problematic, leading to practical
advice and policy direction being founded upon incorrectly
sited research. The contextual ambiguity in defining rural
underpins its intangibility. Such intangibility leads us to
consider rural a spatial phenomenon. Aligning to this
spatial conception of rural, this paper engages with RMEs
situated within ‘predominantly rural’' (ONS, 2015) and
‘remote rural’? (Scottish Government, 2021) locations;
both constructs being population led.

The rural economy, a diverse mix of enterprises, is in a
state of flux (Faherty and Stephens, 2016; Halseth et al.,
2009). Extant discourse recognises the rural is no longer a
homogeneous, harmonious space across the UK. Its
schisms span political, economic, and social facets (Neal
et al., 2021). The last 5 years have presented unique chal-
lenges, including Brexit and Covid-19, draining the

emotional and financial reserves of rural communities
(Neal et al., 2021; Phillipson et al., 2020). Survival prere-
quisites in the contemporary rural economic landscape
remain resilience and an enterprising spirit.

Rural embeddedness

Embeddedness theory has migrated across disciplines and
contexts. Within a business context embeddedness theory
suggests that social relationships between heterogeneous ele-
ments drive economic activity such as supplier relationships
and communications networks with information shared
between trusted parties (Granovetter, 1985; Greenberg
et al., 2018; Johannisson, 1987). During the 1990s a new
meaning emerged, linking embeddedness and spatial
aspects. Bonding, bridging, and linking ties, although differ-
ent, enhance understanding of contextual influences
(Leonard, 2004; McKeever et al., 2015). A complex relation-
ship exists between bonding social capital, typified by strong
ties within homogenous communities, and bridging social
capital, typified by weak ties across heterogeneous groups,
although both bonding and bridging social capital can
enhance community stability (Leonard, 2004).

Embeddedness is defined by Hess (2004: 177) as “the
extent to which an actor is anchored in particular territories
or places” where shared behavioural patterns evolve from a
specific locational tie or embeddedness (Kalantaridis and
Bika, 2006). Yet, Donner et al. (2017) maintain that embed-
dedness has no definitive definition. Bau et al. (2019) con-
sider local embeddedness as the relationship between a
business’ economic activity and its location, suggesting it
is “the involvement of local actors in a geographically
delimited network” (Bau et al., 2019: 362).

Korsgaard et al. (2015a) define embeddedness from a
space perspective as a dynamic process encompassing the
location’s traditions, culture, and terrain. This encourages
and enables, yet also constrains, entrepreneurial activity.
If rural enterprises are considered a spatial construct
(Gaddefors and Anderson, 2018), spatial characteristics
are important and understanding their spatial embeddedness
is needed (Korsgaard et al., 2015b). The trend to narrow the
concept of embeddedness to a localised, territorial propos-
ition persists. However, Tregear and Cooper (2016)
contend that a broader perspective is needed to better under-
stand the symbiotic relationship between the actor and their
environment. Indeed, embeddedness may influence collect-
ive actions, such actions being shaped by the social fabric
and norms of the context they are embedded within
(Atterton, 2007; Tregear and Cooper, 2016).

Scholars, such as Jack and Anderson (2002), suggest
that in a rural context social embeddedness can provide
opportunities for rural entrepreneurs. However, there are
diminishing returns from over-developing personal net-
works. Saturation is reached once the optimum number of
ties are formed. These excess ties potentially constrain



190

The International Journal of Entrepreneurship and Innovation 23(3)

business performance leading to over-embeddedness (Uzzi,
1996). Over-embeddedness may restrict growth opportun-
ities (Klyver et al., 2011; Schnell and Sofer, 2002) due to
increased conformity through yielding to established
social norms. Uzzi (1997) intimates that over-
embeddedness is particularly problematic in rural contexts
because of social obligations and over-supporting strong
historical ties (Atterton, 2007). Excessive strong ties in a
personal network are undesirable because as well as being
costly to maintain, information received may conflict,
overlap and be irrelevant to the business; personal obliga-
tions may constrain the ability to build external ties thus
limiting access to knowledge (Arregle et al., 2015;
Kreiser et al., 2013; Uzzi, 1996).

Network embeddedness refers to relationships within a per-
sonal network and structural embeddedness as the number of
ties within the network (Mozumdar et al., 2019). Within
rural areas network embeddedness enables knowledge
sharing and strengthens local network ties (Kalantardis and
Bika, 2006; Tregear and Cooper, 2016). Typically, smaller
businesses focus upon community and family embeddedness
at the expense of building wider contacts (Bowler et al.,
1996; Hinrichs, 2000; Schnell et al., 2015). Korsgaard et al.
(2015b) contend that if rural businesses are platialy embedded
it is their numbers which drive growth and community resili-
ence rather than their dynamism. Korsgaard et al. (2015a)
maintain that if owner-managers are embedded in the rural
they should possess knowledge about local resources and
how to access them. Embeddedness influences a firm’s behav-
iour because of the impact of social ties (Blomback and
Wigren-Kristoferson, 2014). Firms’ decisions are based upon
‘situational factors’ which consider the impact of social rela-
tionships upon economic activity.

Rural micro-enterprises

Much debate persists around the definition of RMEs. To be
considered a RME, Korsgaard et al. (2015b) maintain the
business should be embedded within and create value for
the rural community as well as the owner-manager.
Conceptualising the owner-manager, we align with de
Oliveira et al. (2015) portraying the owner-manager as
the individual responsible for owning and actively man-
aging all aspects of their business, including procurement,
logistics and marketing. Traditionally RMEs are considered
to be neo-endogenous, bound to their location, optimising
local resources, and improving the resilience of the local
community (Bosworth et al., 2016; Deakins et al., 2016;
Pato and Teixeira, 2018). The notion of rural enterprise
contrasts with the enterprise in the rural concept. In the
latter, the rural aspect can be considered as referring to
the space where the enterprise is based. The entrepreneur,
or in this research the owner-manager, does not necessarily
provide a link to or consider the rural location an important
aspect pertaining to the activity of the enterprise (Korsgaard

et al., 2015b). The entrepreneur may establish a business in
the countryside to utilise the benefits associated with a rural
area, such as lower land costs, lower labour costs and a
better lifestyle (Korsgaard et al., 2015b).

Rural enterprise taxonomies

Taxonomies have become a useful classification tool within
the social sciences (Neilsen, 2016). Classification tools do
have some limitations, such as focussing upon certain char-
acteristics of a phenomenon at the expense of others and
reducing complexity of that observed phenomenon
(Halkier, 2011). Such limitations do, however, engender
benefits because they enable the examination of heterogen-
eity within a complex group (Neubaum et al., 2019) and
create order by assigning labels to categories (Jaouen and
Lasch, 2015) within that group. Taxonomies are likely to
change over time (Neubaum et al., 2019) because the eco-
nomic landscape is dynamic, rendering existing static tax-
onomies out of date and requiring regular reviews.

Historically taxonomies in rural literature have focussed
upon classifying farmer’s behaviour, such as McElwee’s
(2008) taxonomy of entrepreneurial farmers, Vik and
McElwee’s (2011) categorisation of Norwegian farm diver-
sifications, and McElwee and Annibal’s (2010) classifica-
tion of farms in the ‘Farm Cornwall’ initiative. More
recently taxonomies by Miiller and Korsgaard (2018) con-
sider the resource embeddedness and proximity bridging
of rural entrepreneurs and McElwee et al. (2018) propose
a typology of rural animators. The taxonomies by Miiller
and Korsgaard (2018) and McElwee et al. (2018) move
rural taxonomies beyond the farm, but they do not consider
the importance of RMEs within the rural landscape. Our
taxonomy contributes to rural scholarship by increasing
understanding of the nuances and unique characteristics
inherent in RMEs.

Micro-enterprise taxonomies within entrepreneurial lit-
erature are scarce (Jaouen and Lasch, 2015), typically
focussing upon entrepreneurial performance and behaviour,
for example entrepreneurial failure (Khelil, 2016), entrepre-
neurial risk (Miles, 2014) and entrepreneurial decision
making (Nouri and Ahmady, 2018), or being industry spe-
cific. Such taxonomies, whilst valuable, fail to consider the
micro-enterprise as an entity. Our empirical taxonomy con-
tributes to both rural enterprise and micro-enterprise litera-
ture by providing a set of standardised descriptions helpful
to support future research and theorising. These descrip-
tions are based upon local embeddedness (Miiller and
Korsgaard, 2018; Shrivastava and Dwivedi, 2020) and
how alert the RME is to new opportunities (Kirzner,
1979; Tang et al., 2012). By looking at these elements we
can understand more clearly how RMEs interact with
their environment and opportunities within that environ-
ment. This enables us to learn more about how RMEs
impact, and develop, the rural economy. This is important
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due to the prevalence of micro-enterprises within the rural
economy (DEFRA, 2021).

Methodology
Methodological approach

Our data collection and analysis spanned an 18-month
period comprising 38 h of interviews and over 300 pages
of interview transcripts. Narrative interviews took place,
face to face, with 19 rural-micro enterprise owner-managers
throughout the UK.

Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000: 2) maintain that narra-
tive interviews in the form of life-stories can be a powerful
tool for social science researchers to employ due to the
importance of storytelling “in shaping social phenomena”.
In fact, Riessman (2008) contends that a narrative, rather
than traditional question and answer, approach may be
more effective in soliciting rich data to craft regional iden-
tity (Markowska and Lopez-Vega, 2018). This enables the
complexity of life in RMEs to be captured. We adopted a
receptive, non-directive, style of narrative interviewing as
advocated by Wengraf (2009). This suited the exploratory
nature of our research and enabled the participants to
have a voice and therefore tell the story of their business
from their perspective. By encouraging a research relation-
ship that allows for the roles of narrator and listener to be
established, we were able to go some way towards protect-
ing and encouraging the life story (Chase, 2005).

We do acknowledge that there are limitations of captur-
ing a narrative at one point in time (Beuthin, 2014) and that
we can never truly access complete life stories through
interviews, particularly when researching with busy owner-
managers who often have limited time to devote to such
interviews (Kevill et al., 2015). Nevertheless, we endea-
voured to “get as close as possible” (Beuthin, 2014: 126)
to the full narrative and, to help us achieve this, we
focused on eliciting the life-story of the micro-enterprise,
rather than the owner-manager’s complete life story.
Focusing interviews on the life-story of organisational phe-
nomena has precedent (Kevill et al., 2015) and meant we
could zoom in on factors that were central to our research
objectives. This enabled us to generate in-depth insights
within the space of one interview. Whilst we focused on
the life story of the business, we also elicited information
about the owner-manager’s personal story during the life
of their business. This is because the owner-manager and
the business are heavily intertwined in micro-enterprises,
meaning that their stories overlap (Kevill et al., 2015).

Our sample size (business cases are summarised in
Table 1), is consistent with those employed in the taxon-
omies by McElwee et al. (2018) and by Nouri and
Ahmady (2018). When we reached this number of inter-
views, we considered the theoretical saturation point had
been reached.

The owner-managers had rich, working, lived experi-
ence within the RME. Contact with the owner-managers
was made through a variety of different sources including
colleague introductions, small business networks and par-
ticipant recommendations. The sample was based on a
snowball approach. All interviews took place in person
and lasted between one and two hours. Each interview con-
sisted of three parts. In the first part we focused on the busi-
ness and its history in terms of how and why the business
was first started. The second part then focused upon
changes which had happened within the industry they
operate within before exploring a specific change within
the business which had taken place over the past two
years. The final part of the interviews then explored the
owner-manager’s perception of how they anticipate the
future of their business.

After the interviews, reflective notes were made about
the participant, location, and business. The reflective
notes enabled contextual information such as perceived
business success, locational information, and observable
characteristics of the owner-manager to be recorded. This
information was available for incorporation into the data
analysis.

Data analysis

The owner-managers’ stories were transcribed and analysed
using Clarke and Braun’s (2017) six stages of thematic ana-
lysis. The transcripts were read to increase familiarisation,
then multiple analytical phases were undertaken. Taking
an inductive approach, the themes first emerged from the
data. We then revisited RME and embeddedness literature
and reviewed the data a second time with a RME and
embeddedness lens to ensure we considered the data from
this perspective. A final review of the data was then con-
ducted with platial embeddedness front of mind.
McElwee and Smith’s (2012) segmentation framework
also influenced the analysis by enabling classifications to
be extrapolated from the data. This iterative approach to
data coding helped identify which businesses share
common attributes (Mair et al., 2012).

The 140 identified codes were subsequently sorted into
16 themes. These themes ranged from owner-manager char-
acter attributes to locational factors and business chal-
lenges. The themes were defined and the transcripts
reviewed again whilst considering the identified themes to
ensure nuances within the data were captured and relevant
quotations identified.

Segmenting the rural micro-enterprises

We conceptualise segmentation as a process of dividing the
RME’s into smaller groups based upon their business char-
acteristics, their business activities, and their owner-
managers’ character attributes. Segmenting the RME
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Table I. Summary of business cases.

No of
Pseudonym Business Geography  employees

No of years as
owner-manager

Rural Micro-enterprise Synopsis

Charles Energy N 6
Yorkshire

Isla Leisure N 3
Yorkshire

Daniel Consultant N |
Yorkshire

Clara Craft N |
Yorkshire

Hayley Food N |
Yorkshire

Tracey Food N |
Yorkshire

Rural ‘one-stop’ enterprise for

business energy requirements.
The founder has evolved the
business from offering traditional
energy services to green/
renewable product installations.
Currently facing challenges from
urban based competitors and
reduction in green energy grants
from government.

Established caravan site in an idyllic

location. In addition to the caravan
park, the business also sells eggs
and pullets as well as hiring an
on-site function room for events.
Business remains in its original
ownership and unchanged for over
20 years.

Self-styled serial entrepreneur who

has many ventures to his name,
ranging from restaurants to
consultancy firms, most of which
have failed. Current venture is
academic consultancy. Business is
a platform to expand into
publishing and associated services.

Land-based business rearing sheep

for their fleeces (for wool, rugs)
and meat established by current
owner-manager. Business also
includes the sale of other artisan
products produced by Clara
including unique paintings and
greetings cards. All products are
sold on-line, from home and at
local farmers markets.

Owner-manager established this

young artisan food business
manufacturing, marketing and
selling fresh homemade products
through farmers markets, shops
and corporate events. Business
seeking new opportunities to
generate income and diversify,
whilst remaining in the food sector
and current geography.

Young artisan food business

manufacturing, marketing and
selling gluten free baked goods
through farmers markets and delis.
Business established by current
owner-manager when her hobby
grew to a scale which enabled

(continued)
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Table I. Continued.

Pseudonym Business

No of No of years as
Geography employees  owner-manager

Gender Rural Micro-enterprise Synopsis

Kay Craft

Adam Food

Drew Consultant

Steven Consultant

Jane Leisure

Richard Property
Management

N 3 >10
Yorkshire

Scotland 8 5-10

Scotland 9 >10

Scotland | 5-10

Scotland 8 >10

Cotswolds 2 5-10

owner to leave paid employment.
Limited ambition to grow.

Female Artisan craft (glassblowing) business

specialising in unique larger pieces
and designer bowls for gift
occasions established by current
owner-manager after completing
university and glass blowing
apprenticeship. Reaches clients via
galleries, shop and exhibitions.
Focus on high-end of the market
with product designs inspired by
the rural surroundings. A mature
business.

Male A diversified business based in
Scotland whose principle activity is
fishing and processing seafood
ready for market. Business trades
upon the quality reputation of its
regional produce. Opportunities
for growth are considered by the
business owner-manager, both
within and outside the rural.

Male  Social enterprise located in a
run-down village in Scotland.
Provides consultancy advice for
groups looking to run
regeneration projects across
Scotland as well as managing social
initiatives in the local area such as
youth clubs, car hire schemes and
a shop. Owner-manager acquired
this business over 10 years ago and
has been pivotal in driving growth.

Male A health and safety consultancy with
clients across the world, based
from a home-office in Scotland.
Business stagnating and struggling
to develop the consultancy’s
portfolio. Success of the business
entwinned with the reputation of
the owner-manager

Female A historically important visitor
attraction in Soctland which is
working to secure its future
viability by improving the visitor
experience and becoming
financially independent (not
relying upon grants) by generating
income via cafe, retail and ticket
sales.

Male A micro-enterprise business park
with 31 individual business units.
Business expanded from 8 to 31

(continued)
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Table I. Continued.

Pseudonym

Business

Geography

No of
employees

No of years as
owner-manager

Age

Gender

Rural Micro-enterprise Synopsis

James

Karen

Nigella

John

Barry

Alex

Property
Management

Beauty

Photography

Property
Management

Craft

Retail

Cotswolds

Cotswolds

Cotswolds

Cotswolds

Cotswolds

Cotswolds

>10

5-10

<5

>10

>10

<5

65-75

45-55

45-55

45-55

45-55

Male

Female

45-55 Female

Male

Male

Male

over |0 years, with plans for
further expansion to attract larger
businesses. Tenants recruited via
land agents, word of mouth and
networking of owner-manager
with FSB.

A business park with 18 business on

site (plus waiting list for property),
B&B and residential lets in the
grounds of a historic estate. There
is also a growing events business
and managed farmland in this
diverse business portfolio.
Owner-Manager in the process of
passing business over to his son.

A boutique beauty treatment

business. The business offers a
range of services from massage
and acupuncture to permanent
make-up. Retaining clients is a
challenge because new
competitors are undercutting
pricing. Business seeks to offer the
latest technological beauty
treatments to its clients.

Wedding photography business and

studio. Business expansion is
planned into portrait work and a
training academy. Potentially
leading to the need for larger
premises.

A property management

organisation working with large
organisations to maintain their
properties across the UK which
are not part of their core business.
Relocated from London to the
rural due to owner-manager
wanting to live in the countryside.

Watercolour artists with own studio.

In addition to painting and
exhibiting work in galleries the
business also offers a range

of painting courses and workshops
from the artist’s studio. Business
relocated from Northern England
to a studio in the Cotswolds.

Business, which was purchased by its

current owner-manager
approximately 4 years ago, sells
and services mobility aids.

The business includes a
showroom, workshop facilities for
servicing equipment and an office.

(continued)
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Table I. Continued.

No of No of years as
Pseudonym Business Geography employees  owner-manager Age  Gender Rural Micro-enterprise Synopsis
The location of the showroom is
thought to help secure the sale.
lan Engineering  Cotswolds 6 5-10 35-45 Male A precision engineering business

with 6 employees. Manufactures
and sells from site but competes
globally. Current owner-manager
succeeded the business’ founder
c8 years ago. Reaches clients via
events, shops, social media and
press advertising. To grow

the business marketing platform is
being refreshed and business is
planning to diversify into other
categories.

facilitates identifying similarities within the businesses
based upon factors such as barriers to success (Alvarez
Jaramillo et al., 2019; McElwee and Smith, 2012). It is
how the businesses are clustered around certain segments
which helps increase understanding about the characteris-
tics of RMEs and their owner-managers.

Our data is segmented using an augmented version of
McElwee and Smith’s (2012) segmentation framework.
Three additional categories; ‘tied-to-location” under busi-
ness characteristics umbrella, ‘rural orientation’ under
owner-manager characteristics and ‘dynamic capability
potential’ under business activities and processes were
added to the framework to enable a broader spectrum of
attributes to be considered. These additional fields increase
the segmentation framework’s flexibility to take account of
RME’s differences and nuances. Figure 1 depicts the seg-
mentation framework applied to this research.

RMEs were discretely clustered around the ‘rural orien-
tation’ segment. This segment converged with the rural
embeddedness theme (an aggregation of codes relating to
embeddedness including rural orientation, tied-to-land,
local shopping, local socialising, local networking, and
owner-manager aspirations) emerging from the thematic
analysis and led to the conception of rural embeddedness
as a focus for our taxonomy.

The architecture of the construct ‘degree of embedded-
ness’ is illustrated in Figure 2

Within ‘degree of embeddedness’, a disesmbedded RME
is considered to ‘take’ more than they contribute (Mosar,
2021) from the rural. An under-embedded RME is concep-
tualised as being located within the rural yet their contribu-
tion to their local community is negligible, there is a
tendency for their owner-managers to prefer using proximity
resources and assets (Miiller and Korsgaard, 2018) for both
business development and personal recreation. Conversely

over-embedded (Klyver et al., 2011; Schnell and Sofer,
2002) is conceptualised as a business deeply rooted within
their local community to the extent that they miss opportun-
ities, leading to business inertia and stagnation.

To complement the segmentation analysis and ensure the
realisation of a thorough and rounded taxonomy, the influ-
ences from endogenous and exogenous factors (Bosworth
et al,, 2016; Lowe et al., 1995) upon the RMEs were
considered

Findings and discussion
Classifications of rural micro-enterprise

Rigorous data analysis underpins our empirical RME tax-
onomy (Figure 3). By focussing upon the RME’s degree
of embeddedness and their level of alertness to new oppor-
tunities, i.e., the RME’s responsiveness and desire to
embrace new opportunities (Faherty and Stephens, 2016;
Tang et al., 2012), four distinct segments emerge. The
degree of embeddedness of the RME within their local
rural community is likely to impact upon the resilience
and sustainability of the rural economy (Korsgaard et al.,
2015a, Miiller and Korsgaard, 2018).

An explanation of the four segments within the
taxonomy follows.

Bedrock enterprise. These RMEs are embedded within the
rural community and are alert to new opportunities.
Typified by the businesses of Charles, Adam, James,
Drew, Richard, and Jane, they are tied-to-the-land and
due to their uniqueness, they would not exist in the same
form should the business relocate out of the rural or to a dif-
ferent rural location. Indeed, Jane’s enterprise relies upon
tourists visiting an ancient rural religious site, and therefore,
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| Business Characteristics
. Business Growth Business Business . .
Business Sector Life-stage Expectations Environment Premises Geography Tied to location
Primary Start-up High Labour intensive Home Cotswolds Rural
Diversified Growth Medium Technical Premises North Yorkshire Urban
Mature Low Knowledge Scotland Neither
Decline
Owner-Manager Characteristics
Duration in Entrepreneurial Number of . Rural
business Alertness employees Gender Age Education level Orientation
<5 years Alert <3 Male 45-54 years Unskilled High
5-10 years Not alert 3-5 Female 55-64 years Technical Medium
>10 years >5 >65 years Higher Low
Business Activities and Processes
Forms of Support Tecr;?:()jlogy Strategic Market Barriers to Success Dynamic Capability
Collaboration Networks . Awareness Development Potential
Innovation
Clusters Professional Advanced Limited Local Cost Limited
Networks Funding High Aware National Skills Individual level
Alliances Family Medium Significant International Resources Organisational level
Informal Business Low ICT Individual &
Business knowledge Organisational level
Legislation
Experience
Adapted from McElwee and Smith (2012)

Figure |. Segmentation framework.

without the location there would be no business. Adam’s
food business could have its commercial base elsewhere,
however the food’s provenance is an important marketing
platform and would be diluted alongside the product’s
quality if it had to travel further for processing. Although
embedded within the rural, these micro-enterprises remain
open to new business opportunities both within and
outside their local community. Indeed, the business model
of Adam’s enterprise was reshaped to embrace the oppor-
tunity to control more of its product’s route to market.

“We were always feeling that we weren’t getting
decent end value for our product. You‘re putting
your week’s catch onto a lorry and you’re getting
whatever they pay you for it. So, we decided to
have a go at doing it ourselves. That’s when we
created [brand], touch wood, and we’ve never
looked back on it.” (Adam)

Some of these RMEs develop strong local ties with other
RMEs (Kelliher et al., 2014). For example, Jane’s business
networks with local artists to commission products to sell in
her shop.

“We are in it to promote other people, it’s not a
greedy business. It’s a business that says arts busi-
nesses here are important. They need encouragement.
We will commission things for the shop.” (Jane)

Richard’s mature RME is receptive to complementary
opportunities to develop alongside the existing business.
Networking paves the way for uncovering such opportunities.

“I also think about doing something completely dif-
ferent to what I do at the moment, that’s why I do
the Federation of Small Businesses” (Richard)

These owner-managers and their businesses embrace
rural life, enriching the rural community through participa-
tion in rural events, supporting local shops and pubs, and
serving the local community. For example, Drew’s business
creates local employment which helps retain amenities in
the remote village where his RME is located. Such amen-
ities are important to sustain the village and encourage
establishment of more businesses, thus perpetuating a virtu-
ous circle of growth.

Disembedded enterprise. This group of RMEs, such as those
run by Nigella, Karen, Ian, Hayley, and Daniel, are consid-
ered disembedded from the rural community. These busi-
nesses are not tied-to-the-land and could exist in the same
form elsewhere. Owner-manager personal choice has led
to the establishment of these businesses in the countryside.
However, the owner-managers have made the conscious
decision for their businesses not to become embedded
within the rural community. Furthermore, they predomin-
antly ‘take’ the locational benefits from the rural.
Nigella’s business ‘takes’ the perceived client benefits of
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Figure 2. Architecture of ‘degree of embeddedness’.

Disembedded Enterprises

Rural Micro-enterprise is disembedded with parasitical
tendencies; yet is fully alert to new opportunities within and

outside the local community. The business and its owner-
manager are consciously disembedded from the rural, thus
their contribution to the rural is minor.

Rural Micro-enterprise is embedded within the rural
community. Business is alert to new opportunities, preferring

to develop such opportunities within the local community,

Bedrock Enterprises
however, opportunities outside the rural are considered.

Alert to new
opportunities

Perfunctory Enterprises

Rural Micro-enterprise is not fully embedded within the rural
community nor alert to new opportunities. Business and

owner-manager are fully entwined in these micro-
enterprises.

Anchored Enterprises

Rural Micro-enterprise tending towards over-embeddedness

within the rural community. Business has limited alertness to

new opportunities. The locus of the business is its immediate
vicinity.

Embeddedness

Figure 3. Taxonomy of rural micro-enterprises.

working in a more tranquil, cleaner and peaceful location
rather than a city centre; this is illustrated in the following
quotation from Nigella explaining why her business was
located in the rural when larger premises were needed.

“It’s easier here because I don’t have any parking
issues, the parking spot I had in [town] was always
covered in human faeces and beer cans, the centre
of [town] is disgusting, absolutely disgusting. My
clients are a lot calmer when they get here because
they zoom off the motorway into a parking spot
right outside - happy days.” (Nigella)

However, should the situation change, Nigella’s business
could be relocated outside the rural without fundamentally
changing the business model. These businesses are alert to
opportunities and a new opportunity could be a catalyst for
them investing outside the rural whilst remaining resident
within the countryside.

These RMEs and their owner-managers are typified by a
lack of engagement within the local community. For
example, Hayley’s business does not support local busi-
nesses as part of its supply-chain. Instead, ingredients are
procured from the nearest town, due to the owner-
manager’s perception that they are better value and

fresher than purchasing locally. This group of businesses
are disembedded. They maximise the lifestyle benefits
(Pato and Teixeira, 2018; Pret and Cogan, 2019) associated
with living in the countryside for their owner-managers,
whilst re-investing little wealth and resources back into
their community.

The wider economic impact of these businesses to the
rural economy is limited. Moreover, owner-managers are
taking the perceived work-life balance benefits of living
and working in a tranquil, safer, and bucolic location
(Pato and Teixeira, 2016; Steiner and Atterton, 2014) but
are investing little socially or economically back into the
rural community to balance the equation. It could therefore
be argued that these RMEs fail to fulfil their “obligations to
place” (Bensemann et al., 2021) being a negative contribu-
tor to their community. They could, therefore, be styled as
having parasitical tendencies.

At the same time, there are instances where such enter-
prises do provide some minor contributions to the rural,
such as the employment provided by Nigella’s and Ian’s
enterprises, which likely provides some contribution to
the rural economy through the financial activities of those
employees. Furthermore, these businesses provide some
small contributions to the rural community. For example,
paying council tax contributes to the provision of services
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and amenities for the local community. Nevertheless, our
research indicated that RMEs in the disembedded category
each take more from the rural than they contribute.

Anchored enterprise. This group of RMEs, including the
RMEs owned by Isla, John, Kay, Tracey, and Clara, are
embedded, potentially over-embedded (Tregear and
Cooper, 2016), within the rural community. These busi-
nesses have invested in and are tied-to-the-land but have
limited exposure to opportunities which could facilitate
business growth. These RMEs would not exist in the
same format if they relocated out of the countryside.
Clara’s business illustrates a business ‘anchored’ in the
rural. Clara established an artisan business which includes
rearing and managing a flock of sheep. Local village con-
tacts are used to butcher, market and sell the business’ pro-
ducts, with the business having minimal exposure to the
market beyond its locality.

Isla’s caravan park is a base from which tourists can
explore the surrounding countryside. Without the rural
space this business would not exist In the following quota-
tion Isla articulates her commitment to maintain her busi-
ness without the drive to develop it beyond the status quo.

“I enjoy working, I think I’ve done quite well really.
I’ve had my ups and downs, enjoyed myself here.”
“Keep running the business, to keep my brain
working.” (Isla)

There is limited strategic awareness or desire for the busi-
nesses to grow. The daily business and social lives of the
owner-managers are tied into the local community and busi-
nesses they love.

“We just want to stay here and carry-on plodding on
really. I mean we have a nice way of life... I don’t
have big holidays, but I do something I love doing
every day. I walk to work and can afford to help
the kids which is what all the money is going on at
the minute.” (Kay)

“I took the view of thinking I’m just going to keep
this one unit here; I don’t want 60 staff and a large
company here because we would have to more than
likely relocate” (John)

John’s RME provides him with his desired lifestyle, pro-
vides local employment, and supports and sponsors village
events which help sustain the local economy.

Perfunctory enterprise. This group of RMEs such as those
run by Barry, Alex, and Steven are not consciously trying
to embed within the rural nor are they alert to new oppor-
tunities. Traditional land-based businesses (Henry and
McElwee, 2014) they are not. These businesses could
exist in the same form anywhere due to the intrinsic

entwining of the owner-manager and the business as a
single entity. Barry’s business has recently been relocated
from the Lake District to the Cotswolds, and networking
through family and friends has helped the business grow.

“It’s word of mouth. And how you build up in a new
area. I’'ve only been here now since last September,
but you build, people start to talk to you.” (Barry)

Having relocated once, Barry’s business is not fully embed-
ded. He travels to towns, cities and beyond to exhibit his
work and get his ‘culture fix’. Neither is his business alert
to new opportunities as is illustrated by the following
quotation,

“Painting is what I am....I paint and that’s it.....just
plodding away” (Barry)

Steven’s business has been established over 30 years, yet
it remains in essence the same business, offering a single
consultancy product in a dynamic market. The business
(and Steven) is not alert to new opportunities, leading to
business stagnation and decline. The location of Alex’s
RME is an important product selling tool. The location
was chosen to provide a competitive advantage (Barney,
1991).

“I know we’ve got lots of competitors who sell scoo-
ters, and they don’t have space for the people to try
them. Or they just go onto a busy pavement, while
here, you can seat someone on a scooter in spring
or summer or autumn and you’ve nearly sold it
before you start, because it’s just that feel good
factor from them all, and plus, they get to use it
over terrain that they think they might be going on
when they go for a walk, this location works really
well for us.” (Alex)

Alex’s and Barry’s RMEs epitomise ‘perfunctory’ enter-
prises. Being very small, typically less than 3 employees,
they provide few local employment opportunities. The
owner-managers live and work in the rural yet gravitate
to urban centres for cultural fulfilment.

Conclusion

This paper has presented a new taxonomy focussed upon
RME’s degree of embeddedness within the rural and their
alertness to opportunities. Whilst developing the taxonomy,
McElwee and Smith’s (2012) segmentation framework is
advanced by including the segments ‘tied-to-location’,
‘rural orientation” and ‘dynamic capability potential’. This
advancement enhances the granularity of the original frame-
work, increases its flexibility and enables the consideration
of additional factors when analysing business sectors, indus-
tries or enterprises. The enhanced segmentation framework
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has been applied beyond its original application of classify-
ing farm diversification opportunities, into the RME context
thus demonstrating the utility and practical adaptability of
the framework.

Positioning the RME’s degree of embeddedness and
alertness to opportunities within a taxonomy enables iden-
tification of four classifications of RMEs: bedrock, disem-
bedded, anchored, and perfunctory. This contributes to
scholarship within rural enterprise and micro-enterprise lit-
erature in several ways. It adds to conversations across rural
literature about the behaviour of RMEs, supporting the
notion that not all businesses have a growth mentality
(Jaouen and Lasch, 2015; Kearney et al., 2019) and consid-
ering the possibility that not all enterprises are good for the
rural economy. We introduce the idea that some RMEs are
disembedded and a parasitical drain, resulting in a negative
contribution to the rural community overall.

The taxonomy considers the characteristics of RMEs
and, once within the domain of policy makers, can act as
a guide when they are considering how to best support
RME:s within the UK. It can facilitate the focusing of avail-
able resources to encourage RME establishment and drive
economic activity within the countryside. Making policy
decisions based upon relevant, rural sited research may
encourage owner-managers who have established a busi-
ness in the rural through choice to remain within the
rural. Furthermore, encouraging this group of owner-
managers to remain within the rural may induce them to
contribute both socially and economically, thus integrating
themselves more fully into the rural economy. The hetero-
geneity within the RME population due to the multiple
industry sector span, geographically remote locations they
operate within (Pato and Teixeira 2018) and idiosyncratic
owner-managers (Del Giudice et al., 2017) can, to scholars
unfamiliar with rural enterprise, appear chaotic. Therefore,
creating a taxonomy to classify RMEs by common attri-
butes can help bring order to the sector; something previous
taxonomies, by focussing upon the entrepreneur rather than
the micro-enterprise, do not do. This formal classification
makes it easier to understand sector dynamics and formu-
late policies to support sector development. The categories
identified in the taxonomy can be used to tailor resources to
support RMEs. For example, support for developing busi-
ness strategies could be directed towards ‘anchored’ enter-
prises and encouragement to become more integrated and
support the local community could be directed to ‘disem-
bedded’ enterprises.

Limitations and further research

The taxonomy developed is valuable in illuminating the
heterogeneity of RMEs. Nevertheless, there are limits to
its generalisability due to our sample size. Therefore,
repeating the study in different rural areas or using a differ-
ent set of RMEs to validate the anchored, bedrock,

perfunctory and disembedded classifications used in the
taxonomy has merit. Likewise, a larger quantitative study
could be beneficial to ascertain if the taxonomy classifica-
tions are applicable to a wider range of RMEs.
Furthermore, in our study the owner-managers were
mostly above 45 years of age. It would be interesting if
future research examined the role of age in the embedded-
ness of RMEs and conducted research with younger owner-
managers to see if similar findings are observed. There is
also an opportunity to repeat this research with the same
RMEs to get a longitudinal perspective. This repetition
will ascertain how RMEs’ embeddedness changes over
time and will allow us to establish the ‘life cycle’ of the dis-
embedded enterprise. This longitudinal approach would
further allow us to understand if the parasitical tendencies
of disembedded RME’s remain or change over time.
Further, it would be interesting to understand different per-
spectives and as such, capture the role and perspective of
the employee within the micro-enterprise to further under-
stand the dimensions of micro-enterprise and the role it
plays within the rural economy. Finally, looking ahead
further; an area for future research would be to enhance
our understanding of how embeddedness and disembedded-
ness works within different geographies. It is feasible that
some urban enterprises may similarly be disembedded,
prioritising service to rural markets. Investigating such
enterprises would help to further develop our understanding
of disembedded enterprises and the authors would encour-
age contributions in this area.
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Notes

1. Predominantly rural - a local where at least half of the popula-
tion live in a rural area or rural related hub-town.

2. Remotely rural - a local where it is at least a 30-mile drive to the
nearest settlement with a population of at least 10,000.
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