
 

How spatial context influences entrepreneurial value creation:  
A multiple case study 

Principal Topic 
Unequal regional development is prominent in most countries (Naudé, Gries, Wood, & Meintjies, 
2008), and economic and demographic decline in rural regions has been an increasing challenge in 
many parts of the industrialized world (Florida, 2003). Rural regions today are forced to find new ways 
of stimulating and sustaining development and growth. Entrepreneurs who establish new firms are at 
the core of this process, as the creation of new firms has long been recognized as a driving force 
contributing to regional economic development (Birch, 1987). This study investigates how rural 
communities are enriched by entrepreneurial value-creating activities that go beyond the economic 
measures of job creation and growth but include, for example, social and socioeconomic value like 
regional learning or place branding. Furthermore, this study analyses how spatial context influences 
these value-creating activities and outcomes. 

From a firm’s perspective, value creation begins by providing some kind of value to customers 
(Sirmon, Hitt, & Ireland, 2007); however, firms may also want to create value that goes beyond the 
single interests of the firm and contribute to furthering the social good (McWilliams & Siegel, 
2001).Value creation through entrepreneurship can thus target the customer or the community/society 
or both (Sirmon et al., 2007). Previously research on regional development has predominantly focused 
on the economic side of value creation (Pike, Rodríguez-Pose, & Tomaney, 2007; Müller, 2011). 
Economic value creation may be the raison d’être of most for-profit organizations and without a doubt, 
the economic impact of entrepreneurial activity in rural areas is important (Birch, 1987). However, it is 
argued that a study investigating the potentially manifold types of entrepreneurial value created is both 
necessary and useful. The aim of this study is therefore to identify and analyse (i) the types of 
community-level value that rural entrepreneurs create (ii) how entrepreneurial value-creating efforts 
unfold, and (iii) how the socio-spatial context influences these value-creating efforts?  

Methods 
The study employed a multiple embedded case study design (Yin, 1994) including 28 entrepreneurial 
cases across three rural regions in Denmark. The regions were purposefully selected (Patton, 2001) 
according to differences in (i) factors of the physical environment, that is location and degree of 
rurality, (ii) and socio-economic factors that include main industrial sector, population density, and 
average start-up rate (as suggested by Stathopoulou, Psaltopoulos, & Skuras, 2004). 

Data were collected using participant observation, interviewing, and studying materials prepared by 
others (Wolcott, 1994), principally through (i) a series of two-hour semi-structured interviews with the 
primary enterprise founders, (ii) field notes, observations and photographs touring their premises, and 
(iii) publicly-available media, marketing materials, annual reports, websites, and newspaper articles. 
Data at the regional/community level include (iv) 90 minute interviews with local business councils 
and informal interviews with local residents (v) government records, regional reports, policy 
documents, as well as (vi) observations from extended visits in each of the three regions. 

A rigorous coding process was undertaken using NVivo 10. Coding techniques included attribute 
coding and open coding in the first cycle and thematic and pattern/relationship coding in the second 
cycle (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldaña, 2009). Potential patterns and relationships were explored 



 

using NVivo’s ‘coding query’ and ‘matrix query’ functions. These functions revealed important 
connections (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) and so facilitated the analysis of similarities and differences 
between and across the cases and regions.  

Results and Implications 
The findings reveal that rural entrepreneurs indeed create multiple forms of value in relation to local 
development (i.e. community-level value) beyond job creation and growth. According to the data, 14 
strongly reoccurring types of community value could be identified, ranging from purely economic to 
socioeconomic and to social value. However, not all rural entrepreneurs in all regions contribute 
equally and similarly to local development. The variation can be attributed to (1) contextual social 
norms embedded in the rural ethos, and (2) the entrepreneurs’ attitudes towards community well-being. 

(1) Contextual social norms: Rural places are found to have a distinct “local code of conduct” or 
“social ground rules”. Entrepreneurs living and working in such typically close-knit 
communities are influenced by a shared sense of responsibility towards contributing to local 
development. The ethos stipulates that entrepreneurial activities ought to support the communal 
effort to advancing and bettering the community and region. The data indicates that rural 
entrepreneurs, in particular those who are strongly embedded in their community, readily 
adhere to the local code of conduct. Thus entrepreneurs are influenced to create value that goes 
beyond the single (economic) interest of the entrepreneur and his/her venture.  

(2) Attitudes towards community well-being: Rural entrepreneurs’ desire to further local 
development is fuelled by concerns that are linked to the challenges that such regions face in 
this day and age. Rural entrepreneurs exhibit a strong innate desire to contribute to the general 
well-being of the place, their place of work and social life, as well as a shared concern for the 
survival of the community. If the community is thriving, then the entrepreneurs’ businesses 
have a better chance of thriving as well. The data strongly suggests that these underlying 
attitudes are moderated by the degree of rurality. The more isolated and remote a place is, the 
more pronounced the attitudes and concerns towards the well-being of the community, which 
influences on the type and extent of value created. 

The contribution is twofold: One, this study contributes to the regional development literature by 
providing rich evidence of the social and socioeconomic impact of entrepreneurship. Much of the 
studies in this discipline apply large dataset methods and naturally do not capture effects like ethos, 
culture, or sense of community and how these are interwoven with each other and with the 
entrepreneurial value creation process. Two, this study sheds light on the reasons why not all 
entrepreneurs contribute or at least intend to contribute equally to local and regional development. 
Thus, this study adds contextualized explanations of entrepreneurial behaviour to the literature. 
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