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“In sum, the world is not 

the totality of facts but that 

of things. And all the 

things are changeable, 

and every thing is related 

to some other things.”       
(Bunge, 2015; p. 211) 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 

Abstract 

The Swedish agricultural sector is undergoing a period of rationalization 
and structural change where farms have become fewer and larger. This has 
created a number of challenges for the remaining farms in terms of how to 
survive and prosper in the changing competitive landscape. This compilation 
thesis investigates how the external environment (competitive intensity), 
social environment (advisors and family) and internal environment (identity) 
influences farmers’ strategic choices related to strategic orientation and 
entrepreneurship as well as outcomes related to performance.  

Based on a sample of 388 randomly selected farmers, paper I revealed 
that as perceptions of competitive intensity increase, farmers tend to become 
more market and Lean production oriented, but not entrepreneurial oriented. 
Fittingly, those farms that adopted a more market or Lean production 
orientation experienced better overall performance than those who increased 
their entrepreneurial orientation. 

In paper II, a three-group between subject experimental design was 
conducted on 122 Swedish farm management students in order to investigate 
the influence of “cultural intolerance” on the advice given to a farmer 
considering different strategic options to develop their farm. As the subject’s 
cultural intolerance (as measured through their level of “Jante”) increased, 
their recommendations towards adopting entrepreneurship decreased.  

  

Quantifying internal and external 
influences on Swedish farmers’ 
strategic choices and performance 
outcomes  



Paper III in this thesis used a survey of 269 Swedish farmers to measure 
social identity and the level of involvement of family members on the farm 
in order to predict strategic choices related to financial, social and 
environmental sustainability goals. Findings reveal that family influences 
sustainability goals, however this influence is limited to social sustainability 
goals, but not economic or environmental sustainability goals. The findings 
can be useful to understand farmer’s social justification to be in business.  

Finally, the kappa in this thesis employs a post-literature scoping review 
in order to reflect on the choices made in conceptualizing, operationalizing, 
and positioning the work in order to develop recommendations for future 
research.     

Keywords: Entrepreneurial orientation, Market orientation, Lean Production 
orientation, Competitive intensity, Subjective performance, 
Entrepreneurship, The law of Jante, Motivation, Founder social identity, 
Family influence, Agriculture. 

 
  



Svensk sammanfattning 

Den svenska lantbrukssektorn genomgår en period av rationalisering och 
strukturomvandling där gårdar har blivit färre och större. Detta har skapat en 
rad utmaningar för de kvarvarande gårdarna avseende hur de ska överleva 
och utvecklas i takt med den ökande konkurrensen. Denna 
doktorsavhandling undersöker hur den yttre miljön (konkurrensintensitet), 
den sociala miljön (rådgivare och familj) och den interna miljön (identitet) 
påverkar lantbrukarens strategiska val i relation till det strategiska arbetet, 
lantbrukarens entreprenörskap och företagets prestation. 

Baserat på ett urval av 388 slumpmässigt utvalda lantbrukare, visade artikel 
I att när lantbrukarens uppfattning att konkurrensintensiteten ökar, tenderar 
lantbrukaren att bli mer marknads- och Leanproduktionsorienterad, men inte 
entreprenörsorienterade. De lantbrukare som anammade en mer marknads- 
eller Leanproduktionsorienterade upplevde generellt en bättre 
företagsprestation, än de som ökade sin entreprenöriella inriktning. 

I den artikel II genomfördes en tregrupp mellan ämnesexperimentell design 
på 122 svenska gårdsförvaltningsstudenter för att undersöka inverkan av så 
kallad kulturell intolerans, på de råd som ges till en bonde som överväger 
olika strategiska alternativ för att utveckla sin gård. När kulturell intolerans 
(mätt genom deras nivå av Jante) ökade, minskade deras rekommendationer 
för att anta entreprenörskap. 

Till artikel III skickades en enkät ut som besvarades av 269 svenska 
lantbrukare för att mäta social identitet och graden av involvering av 

Kvantifiering av intern och extern påverkan 
på svenska lantbrukares strategiska val och 
företagets resultat 



familjemedlemmar på gården för att förutsäga strategiska val relaterade till 
ekonomiska, sociala och miljömässiga hållbarhetsmål. Resultaten visar att 
familjen påverkar hållbarhetsmålen, men detta inflytande är begränsat till 
sociala hållbarhetsmål, men inte ekonomiska eller miljömässiga 
hållbarhetsmål. Resultaten kan vara användbara för att förstå bönders sociala 
berättigande att vara i affärer. 

Slutligen, denna avhandling använder en postlitteraturstudie för att 
reflektera över de val som gjorts i konceptualisering, operationalisering och 
positionering av arbetet för att ta fram rekommendationer för framtida 
forskning inom lantbruksföretagande.  
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Rationalization and structural change have led to a noticeable decrease in 
the number of farmers, with farms disappearing at a rate of 2% per year 
worldwide (Hendrickson, James and Heffernan, 2014). In the EU-28, 
structural change is reflected in the closure of 4.2 million farms between 
2005 to 2016 (Eurostat, 2021). In Sweden, the number of farms has declined 
by 53%, from 117,882 farms in 1980 to 62,937 in 2016 (Statistics Sweden, 
2019). The shift towards fewer, larger farms since the 1980s (SBA, 2022) 
has led to increased competition and the need for family farms to adapt to 
the intensity of the changing landscape (EU, 2022).   

Competition has been characterized by increased productivity and per 
unit costs, resulting in lower overall market prices (Benton and Bailey, 2019; 
Wang, Schimmelpfennig and Fuglie, 2012). In turn, lower market prices 
have led to the redistribution of production factors (e.g. labor and capital) 
within the farm unit (Karlsson, 2016). Lower market prices motivate some 
farmers to attempt direct marketing and diversification strategies, which 
some studies have shown to increase gross farm income (Uematsu and 
Mishra, 2011).  

Although the trend towards larger farm units has been accompanied by 
increased land prices that act as an entry barrier (EU, 2022), this has forced 
farmers to rationalize production in order to realize economies of scale.  It 
has been suggested that this type of competition leads to a proverbial “race-
to-the-bottom” (Taylor and Ömer, 2019) – a pernicious cycle that reinforces 
rationalization and structural change, where productivity improvements lead 
to lower costs and market prices, but not improved margins. The farms that 
are able to keep up with capital-intensive investments in productivity grow 

1. Rationalization and structural change in 
Swedish agriculture 
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in size, while others, mostly smaller farms that lack financial, social and/or 
human and capital resources, increasingly become non-competitive and 
either exit the market, or find other ways to compete (McMullen, 2022).   

In the “race to the bottom”, rationalization and structural change is 
recognized by various special interest groups, and local, national, and multi-
national governments as an existential threats to traditional farming, small 
family farms, rural communities and even national competitiveness 
(Regeringen, 2015; Regeringen, 2017; EU, 2022). This has precipitated 
governments around the world either helping their farmers develop 
managerial competences or fostering strategies that avoid competition based 
on low-cost production. For example, the United States Department of 
Agriculture has initiated the Value-Added Producer Grant program to help 
producers “enter value-added activities to generate new products, create and 
expand marketing opportunities and increase producer income” (USDA, 
2023). Similarly, the EUs innovation policy, including Horizon Europe, 
represents around one tenth of the total EU budget and steers funding 
towards, among other things, more market-oriented innovations (European 
Commission (2021). In the same vein, the EUs Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP) increasingly promotes innovation and entrepreneurship by “fostering 
knowledge transfer and innovation and enhancing farm viability and 
competitiveness” (EC, 2013; p. 9).  

When considering how best to navigate (or approach) these increasingly 
competitive agricultural markets, farmers are surrounded by stakeholders 
who influence whether they participate in entrepreneurial activity. There is a 
variation in what qualities an entrepreneur is expected to possess. This thesis 
takes the Schumpeterian perspective – i.e. the entrepreneur is associated with 
risk-taking and realization of new ideas (Littunen, 2000), evaluation and 
exploitation of opportunities (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000), which in turn 
leads to firm profit, economic growth, and an increase in the number of jobs 
(Carree and Thurik, 2010; Wong et al, 2005). The entrepreneur does not only 
have specific characteristics, the characteristics can be compiled into a 
model. The entrepreneurial process was compiled in a model by Cunningham 
and Lischeron (1991) consisting of four parts – recognizing opportunities; 
acting and managing; reassembling need for change; and evaluating self.  
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Further, stakeholder engagement can enhance entrepreneurial 
development (Leonidou, et al., 2020), and farmers are surrounded by 
stakeholders who can influence whether they participate in entrepreneurial 
activity. These stakeholders include family, friends, and other individuals in 
the community, as well as those involved in the farm business on a regular 
basis such as farm advisors. It is important to understand the influence these 
stakeholders exert on the farm manager, as research has shown that 
individuals surrounding themselves with support and encouragement for 
entrepreneurial conduct are more likely to engage in entrepreneurial 
activities (Elfring et al., 2021). The advisor is a part of the farm 
entrepreneurs’ social networking, and Klyver and Foley (2012) stated that 
“… cultural norms and practices moderate the way entrepreneurs utilize 
social networking” (p. 584). The farm advisor is an actor in the farmer’s 
social network who may also give advice influenced by cultural norms in 
agriculture, and thereby re-enforce or influence entrepreneurial activity.  

Finally, how the farmer responds to and navigates the competitive 
landscape and social influences (e.g. family, friends and farm advisors) also 
depends on how the farmer sees themselves. This has been referred to as 
“identity” in the literature – i.e. in the context of identity as “a label attributed 
to the attempt to differentiate and integrate a sense of self along different 
social and personal dimensions” (Bamberg, 2011), and it is an important 
determiner for entrepreneurial behavior. Being a “real farmer” is one type of 
identity that appears to be particularly strong among Norwegian farmers 
(Brandth and Haugen, 2011). Being a “real farmer” does not preclude 
entrepreneurial activity per se, however, it does appear to ferment negative 
reactions towards the concept of becoming an entrepreneur.  For example, 
previous research suggests that a “real farmer” is focused on production 
improvements (e.g. crop rotation, smart water management or heat tolerant 
crop varieties) rather than entrepreneurial activities (e.g. risk-taking and 
evaluation of new opportunities). This “real farmer” self-concept, based on 
a production identity, seems to be common across studies and farm 
communities (Burton and Wilson, 2006; Vesala and Vesala, 2010; Seuneke, 
Lans and Wiskerke, 2013). Even when the majority of farmers are production 
oriented, many identify as entrepreneurs (McElwee, 2008). More 
importantly, recent research by Fitz-Koch (2020) has revealed a plethora of 
farmer identities related to entrepreneurship, suggesting that identity is an 
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important factor to understand because it provides meaning and guidance for 
companies and may explain variation in the types of opportunities pursued. 
Consequently, farmer identity is a useful concept for understanding motives 
to stay in or develop their business (Sieger, et al., 2016), as well as which 
opportunities they discover, evaluate and exploit (Shane and Venkataraman, 
2000). 

1.1 Conceptualizing papers 
In the previous section, some of the challenges facing the agricultural 

sector, such as rationalization, structural change, and the competitive 
landscape, were discussed. Given these challenges, entrepreneurship may be 
an important pathway for some farmers to remain in operation and increase 
profitability. However, its adoption and outcome is influenced by personal 
and social factors that do not always align with traditional farmer behaviors 
(see e.g. Beedell and Rehman, 2000; Edwards-Jones, 2006). Consequently, 
the three papers that are included in this thesis are connected by a need to 
better understand the influences on entrepreneurial activity and its outcomes. 
A background to these three papers and the gaps they target is provided 
below.  

1.1.1 Conceptualizing paper I 
In line with the rationalization and structural changes that have taken 

place, there are increasing demands placed on farmers in terms of the 
competencies needed to manage innovation processes and engage in 
entrepreneurial activities. Previous research has addressed some of these 
competencies and, in the scholarly domains of entrepreneurship, strategy, 
and marketing, a key focus has been on understanding how the manifestation 
of variations in organizational culture, such as market orientation (Narver 
and Slater 1990; Kohli and Jaworski, 1990) or entrepreneurial orientation 
(Lumpkin and Dess, 2001), influence profitability (Soininen et al., 2012), 
firm survival (Lechner and Gudmundsson, 2014), decision making and other 
firm outcomes (Wales, 2016). Thirty years of research in this area has 
revealed that differences in organizational culture and how it translates into 
practice has meaningful consequences for innovation and entrepreneurial 
activity, profitability, and firm survival (Crick, 2021; Basco et al., 2020).  
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A limitation of previous research into ‘manifestations of variations in 
organization culture’, or more precisely those studies looking into 
entrepreneurial and market orientation, is that they tend to examine 
organizational cultures as mutually exclusive, instead of allowing for the 
possibility for concomitant organizational cultures, such as a market and 
entrepreneurial orientation, to exist (Montiel-Campos, 2018). This raises 
several interesting strategic questions with clear practical relevance for 
(agricultural) firms with limited resources. Developing a culture 
characterized by entrepreneurial or market orientation consumes valuable 
resources (Presutti and Odorici, 2019). Given this, the question is whether 
farms (and other organizations) should focus on developing market 
orientation over entrepreneurial orientation if they don’t have the resources 
to do both. Are there synergies to being both market and entrepreneurial 
oriented and, if so, what are they? Answers to these questions are 
complicated, but likely depend on the myriad strategic goals companies have 
and the importance they place on specific outcomes (e.g. increased 
profitability, growth, diversification and firm survival). 

The entrepreneur is often portrayed as someone who has the ability to 
identify and exploit new economic opportunities (Carree and Thurik, 2010), 
and is a force in both local growth (Cappiello, 2015), and economic growth 
(Baumol and Strom, 2007; Wennekers and Thurik, 1999). Moreover, Filion 
(2021) suggested that the entrepreneur should be defined in the context in 
which he or she operates. Therefore, the entrepreneur is here defined as: An 
actor who recognizes entrepreneurial opportunities, makes moderately risky 
decisions and takes action by combining resources to generate profits (Filion, 
2021). Given these perceptions, it follows that policy makers often turn to 
entrepreneurship as a solution to the competitive challenges facing farmers. 
These competitive challenges can be exemplified using the Treadmill theory 
which states that cost-reducing technology and the continuously need for 
investments leave room for innovators keep pushing down average per unit 
costs (Levins and Cochrane, 1996).  Thus, farmers that fail to innovate tend 
to experience lower profitability (Läpple and Thorne, 2019), which can lead 
to a downward spiral of cost cutting (Horn et al. 2012). In Swedish 
agriculture, advisors are often the link between policy makers and farmers 
and have an influence on farmer’s decision-making process. For example, 
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Höckert and Ljung (2013) suggested that policy makers push farmers to 
become more business school minded and entrepreneurial as part of their 
political rhetoric and top-down approach to farming and farm businesses. 
Taken together, it is these decisions that will play an important role in the 
farmer’s ability to compete and survive.  

Consequently, the study described in paper I of this thesis (Nybom et al., 
2021) suggested that there is a need to examine “manifestations of variations 
in organizational culture” in parallel in order to find answers to questions 
like those posed in the preceding paragraphs. The results in paper I show 
how different strategies contribute to various perceived returns to farm 
performance.  

1.1.2 Conceptualizing paper II 
Turning away from paper I, there is an important social component to 

consider as farmers transition towards new ways of competing in the era of 
rationalization and structural change. Not only do farmers need to make 
money to survive, they need to survive socially by maintaining good 
community relations. Surviving socially might require ensuring you are seen 
as a good farmer who pursues conventional agriculture using production 
methods that everyone else uses so as not to stand out (Norton and Alwang, 
2020). Fitting in with the community might mean pursuing production 
methods and approaches that are more sustainable and help with biodiversity, 
better animal welfare or cultural services like farm hotels. The unwritten 
rules that exist in Scandinavian communities can act as cultural millstones 
which may, according to Cappelen and Dahlberg (2018), be expected to 
impact decision making, variations in organizational culture, and firm level 
outcomes, such as profitability, growth and survival.  The unwritten rules 
which are part of the community may be enforced by neighbors, close friends 
and family; this may also be done by farm advisors, who are strategically 
involved in the process of leading the farmers to make strategic decision 
(Dockès et al., 2019).  

One point of departure in paper II is the way it views agricultural advisors 
as being influenced by similar “cultural millstones” to those of their clients, 
with this playing an important role in the advisory process (specifically in 
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the context of entrepreneurship and innovation). Previous research has also 
examined cultural influences and the role of advisors in the 
entrepreneurship/innovation advisory process, (Läpple et al., 2016). More 
specific to the Swedish context, there are forms of cultural intolerance that 
have been identified, referred to as the “Law of Jante”, that relate to personal 
norms and values in society which influence behavior, including dissuading 
entrepreneurial activity (McElwee, 2008; Klyver and Arenius, 2020). While 
the “Jante” culture may not be as prevalent today in the larger cities and in 
most industries, there is considerable anecdotal evidence to suggest it is still 
important in rural farming communities. For example, cultural intolerance 
can be expressed through the advisors own “… mental image of the farmer 
as being either a producer, or an entrepreneur” (Höckert and Ljung, 2013; p. 
304), or through the importance of visualizing a common image being 
overlooked when formulating farm strategies and what they may lead to 
(Krafft et al. 2021). Given the relatively greater importance of community 
and cultural artifacts that relate to “Jante” and conservatism in the 
agricultural sector (Constance and Tuinstra, 2005) and the emphasis placed 
on promoting entrepreneurship and innovation by the governments (EC, 
2013), it is an important topic to explore. 

Consequently, paper II investigates the influence that social, culture, as 
operationalized by the “Law of Jante” (Sandemose, 1934), has on the farm 
advisors in their role of advising farmers on different investment decisions 
(Hunter et al., 2022). The results show a clear bias in the types of advice 
given by advisors who possess higher levels of “Janteness” (i.e. a higher level 
of cultural intolerance), making them less likely to recommend 
entrepreneurship as a suitable course of action.  

1.1.3 Conceptualizing paper III 
From paper I, it is suggested that rationalization and structural change 

increases the variant importance of strategic orientations on the farm, and in 
paper II, the advisory process and its effect on entrepreneurial advice is 
explored. Paper III turns its attention toward farmers’ personal preferences, 
personality and motives, revealing how they pursue opportunities and 
achieve personal goals (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; Sieger et al., 2016). The 
founder social identity framework (Sieger et al., 2016), adopted in paper III, 
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measures the core entrepreneurial motivations which help explain strategic 
choices.  

Thus, paper III builds on the idea of three groups of social identity 
(Darwinian, Communitarian, and Missionary) and how these relate to 
personal goals and farm outcomes. This is important as it can reveal the 
motives behind farm entrepreneur practices and how they identify 
opportunities. Researchers have tried to characterize individuals’ identity in 
meaningful ways that support an understanding of their strategic choice 
(Sieger et al., 2016), including discussions of who becomes an entrepreneur 
and why. As in any other social context, farmers tend to identify with groups 
that share certain values, beliefs and motivations. The differences in their 
motivations have strong implications for decision making in their businesses, 
including the decision to innovate and become more entrepreneurial. 
Agricultural researchers’ have observed that a small percentage of farmers 
hold a strong sense of entrepreneurial identity (Vesala et al., 2007). Further, 
McElwee (2008) suggests that farmers to fall into one of two groups: ‘price 
takers’ and ‘price makers’, where price takers tend to be those farmers who 
possess a producer-identity and struggle to think of the farm as a business. 
Moreover, the price makers are those who tend to possess an entrepreneurial 
identity and are oriented towards activities that benefit their business 
(Stenholm and Hytti, 2014). This either/or approach has limitations as it 
simplifies the farm entrepreneur motives to stay in business.                      

Founder identity is based on social identity theory as a self-evaluative 
process (Hogg, 2001). Further, Fauchart and Gruber (2011) made the 
assumption that firm founders’ social identity would reveal their motivation 
for entrepreneurship, reflected by different actions, and in the selection of 
competitive strategies in a similar market situation. Moreover, Sieger et al. 
(2016) stated that firm founders can choose when, and how, to exploit an 
opportunity, or how to reach set goals in order to succeed with the firm 
outcome. The entrepreneurial identities developed by Fauchart and Gruber 
(2011) are categorized into three main types: Darwinians – who have a high 
self-interest when engaging in business and act with a traditional business 
school approach and view competition as a preference in business; 
Communitarians – who have a supportive approach to business and view 
their social community as a reference in business; and Missionaries – who 
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like to follow a code of conduct and view society-at-large as a reference in 
business.  

Consequently, paper III of this thesis investigates farmer’s motivation for 
being in business using a part of the F-PEC scale by Astrachan, Klein and 
Smyrnios (2002). The findings in paper III show a clear connection between 
the different identity types and the farmers motives (economic, social, and 
environmental) to engage in entrepreneurial activity. Further, the results 
provide insights into the farmer’s entrepreneurial rationale and strategic 
choices and the survival of the farm (see figure 1).  

 

          
Figure 1. Visualizing all conceptual models of Swedish farm entrepreneur’s strategic 
choices (models in paper I-III).  
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1.2 Overview of thesis papers and main contributions  
The purpose of the papers was to examine farmers’ strategic choices 

under different types of influence (see figure 1). Strategic choice is here 
defined as the organization's position through evaluating environmental 
uncertainties, value and norms, action by competitors, and trends (Child, 
1972). 

These influences are represented by external forces (competition), social 
forces (cultural intolerance and family), and internal forces (entrepreneurial 
identity). The different papers have some points in common, such as 
entrepreneurial activity, environmental hostility, entrepreneurial motivation, 
and social influence.  

1.2.1 Empirical contribution 
The insights and main methodological contributions of this work can be 

seen in the combination of concepts. In paper I, entrepreneurial orientation 
(EO), market orientation (MO), and lean production orientation (LPO) was 
examined to contextualize farmers multiple strategic choices when faced 
with competitive intensity (CI). Paper II showed that it is possible to 
meaningfully operationalize cultural intolerance (i.e. Jante) and demonstrate 
how it influences entrepreneurial advice. Paper III demonstrated how the 
founder social identity (FSI) framework  can be adapted to a farm context 
and used to better understand the motives of farmers, leading to strategic 
choices (in terms of economic, social and environmental sustainability). 
However, the power to understand these motives is markedly improved with 
the inclusion of family influence.  

In paper I, the empirical contribution was to simultaneously 
operationalize different strategic orientations using structural equation 
modeling (SEM). It can be useful for the practitioner (farmer) and advisors 
to identify which strategic choices potentially provide the best trade-off for 
the individual farm business. From paper II, cultural intolerance (through the 
Jante Index) was operationalized through a survey in an experiment. To the 
best of my knowledge, this was the first time it was operationalized and 
shown to be a useful construct in explaining entrepreneurial behavior (i.e. 
indirectly through advice giving). The findings can be supportive in various 
situations where, for example, the farm advisor and the farmers’ cultural 
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intolerance can be a basis for discussion on how to prioritize farm strategy, 
and to ‘match make’ when the entrepreneur wants to make investments or 
diversify the business. In paper III, the findings show the farmers 
entrepreneurial diversity, and demonstrates various motives for a farm 
entrepreneur to stay in business.  

In addition, another methodological contribution is the way in which the 
different concepts/models have been operationalized in the papers. The 
concepts originated from different research fields but have been shown to 
contribute valuable insights to the farming context.    

 
Table 1. Overview of thesis papers and main contribution. 

Paper Contributions Fields of contribution 
I 
Farmers’ strategic 
responses to 
competitive intensity 
and the impact on 
perceived 
performance. 

1. Operationalizing 
competitive strategies 
using structural equation 
modelling (SEM). 

2. Examine farmer’s 
strategic portfolio (LPO, 
EO, and MO) under the 
influence of competitive 
intensity. 

1. Entrepreneurship 
2. Strategic choice 
3. Farm performance 

II 
Farmers that engage 
in entrepreneurship 
for the “wrong” 
reason and the 
moderating role of 
cultural intolerance.  

1. Experiment on the effects 
of cultural intolerance and 
the entrepreneurial advice 
given. 

2. Conceptualizing Jante 

1. Cultural intolerance  
(The Law of Jante) 

2. Farm advisor 
influence 

3. Strategic choice 

III 
Social identity and 
the moderating role 
of family influence 
on sustainable 
decision making.  

1. Founder identity scale – 
founder identity influence 
on entrepreneurial 
motivation.  

2. Family influence and 
environmental hostility 
and its influence on 
entrepreneurial 
motivation. 

1. Founder identity and 
strategic choice  

2. Family influence on 
farm business 

3. Entrepreneurship  
 

LPO = Lean Production Orientation; EO = Entrepreneurial Orientation; MO = 
Market Orientation 
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1.2.2 Theoretical contribution 
Theory and empirical findings contribute to the understanding of different 

influences on the farmer’s entrepreneurial choice. The findings from the 
different papers also add to knowledge of how farmers respond to the 
influence of competitive intensity, how farmers may be unknowingly 
exposed to cultural intolerance and the influence family has on different 
entrepreneurial identity types.  

The theoretical contribution emerges from the various parts. For example, 
it is sometimes difficult to exemplify what a farmer's strategic orientation 
looks like, however, from using SEM, a working model was operationalized 
that mimics the strategic response on the farm. The same applies to Jante, by 
operationalizing Sandesmoses’ (1934) formative construct, it was shown to 
have an important influence on the advice given to potential entrepreneurs. 
Finally, the FSI framework provides important information about the 
farmer's way of seeing themselves as an entrepreneur. 

1.3 Research journey and purpose of the thesis  
A major challenge in writing this thesis was connecting and justifying the 

choices made in the three papers described above. They originated in 
different projects and at different points in my research training and, while 
they all make attempts to understand influences on farmer decision-making, 
they differ considerably conceptually, methodologically, and in how they are 
positioned (Trafford and Leshem, 2009). 

In retrospect, there was a myriad of ways these studies could have been 
carried out and not all of them were articulated or appreciated at the time of 
writing. Thus, in this section, I reflect on these choices. I do this in order to 
share with the reader some of the things that I have learned during the process 
of writing this dissertation and to set the stage for the point of departure I 
take in writing the remainder of this thesis.  

In a more traditional approach, the research may have started with a 
systematic literature review to identify research gaps, identify areas of 
interest and, thereafter, formulate research questions. This could have been 
followed by a theoretical framework that served as support for a step-by-step 
investigation of influences on farmer decision-making. Osanloo and Grant 
(2016) stated that a theoretical framework is “… one of the most important 
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aspects in the research process” (p. 12) and thus, the theoretical framework 
is the “blueprint” on which the entire dissertation rests. Other researchers 
have suggested differently and maintain that there is virtue to be found in the 
freedom to follow a lead, to explore and conduct applied research. This is in 
line with Wellington (2013) who emphasizes how the doctoral journey is 
largely about the process. Further, Trafford and Leshem (2009) believe that 
a conceptual framework emerges from theoretical perspectives, personal 
experience, and the acquisition of new knowledge represents the 
doctorateness craftsmanship. 

Hyland (2004) suggested that theory guides the quantitative researcher, 
with the theory developed during the course of the academic training acting 
as building blocks rather than a rigid template. Three building blocks of 
theory development have been proposed; the what, the how and the why. 
These building blocks represent separate factors that, according to Whetten 
(1989), should explain the following – the subject (what), operationalization 
and conceptualization of patterns (how), and rationalization of theory 
assumptions (why). Thus, what and how describe, whereas why explains. 
This rational underlines the importance of the empirical material, and how 
the data should inspire the researcher to participate in a critical dialogue 
between theoretical and empirical work (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2007). In 
turn, this approach gives the PhD. student time to reflect on personal beliefs 
(Osanloo and Grant, 2016) and push boundaries in theory development 
(Whetten, 1989).  

During my journey, I have made mistakes. Some mistakes relate to 
conceptualization – in paper I, some choices that were made in creating the 
survey affected the results and findings. For example, the way in which 
Covin and Slevin (1989) was adopted in paper I meant that EO as a construct 
reflected a conservative posture, and the data collected on farmers captured 
risk-averse behaviors. In hindsight, I believe it was a mistake to not also 
include statements on risk-taking. By not including these questions, I could 
not, for example, analyze whether the sample group were risk takers or were 
risk adverse. Ultimately, this may have limited the reliability, and hence the 
validity, of the findings.  

Other mistakes relate to methodology. In paper II, the research field on 
Jante lacked a model or designed scale to measure for cultural intolerance.  
Instead of designing an experiment, I could have conducted interviews, 
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avoiding the issue of relying on anecdotal evidence (from the articles). The 
results from the interviews could have provided primary evidence the 
existence of Jante in the farming community. Interviews have their 
advantages when “There is insufficient known about the subject to be able to 
draft a questionnaire” (Rowley, 2012; p 262). They could been used to form 
an understanding of how these values and beliefs affect decision making in 
the organization (Symon and Cassell, 2012), and from this information 
created a more reliable questionnaire to send out to farmers.  

Methodology also relates to conducting a scoping review. At the time of 
the scoping review, I based my protocol on highly cited authors. However, 
in the process of finalizing this thesis, I realized that I understood the articles 
from a different perspective and would likely do my next scoping review 
differently. An example of this can be seen in how I previously viewed the 
concept of a scoping review as less formal than a systematic literature 
review. Although for some this may be accurate, I now feel that the scoping 
review could have been better executed, creating more valid results. 

Ultimately, these mistakes affect the results and the positioning of the 
research. As such, there is a need for reflection on this journey in order to 
demonstrate that learning has taken place. A more detailed self-reflection can 
be found as part of chapters 3-5. The subsections in each chapter provides 
space for a critical dialogue about operationalization and problematization, 
and demonstrate the learning I have done during my journey as a doctoral 
student. 

Consequently, the purpose of this thesis is to do three things: 
1. To reflect on the choices made in developing papers I-III          

(chapter 3-5), 
2. To reflect on the positioning and contribution of paper I-III     

(chapter 3-5), 
3. Given the new insights from each paper in this research journey, to 

provide suggestions to build on paper I-III (chapter 6). 
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1.4 Disposition of thesis  
This thesis will provide insights into farmers’ actions in response to 

different levels of influence, from the market, advisors and families. 
Furthermore, this work will provide a “post-literature review” where every 
section will be reviewed from the perspective of current research and reflect 
upon conceptualization, operationalization and the positioning of the papers. 

Thus, the approach of this thesis will follow the sandwich model, which 
mimics the traditional monograph (Nygaard and Solli, 2020). The papers 
will, however, be included and have individual chapters including a post-
literature scoping review and problematization through methodology (figure 
2).  

 
 

        
Figure 2. Visualization of the structure based on the sandwich model by Nygaard and 
Solli (2020). 
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The papers included in this compilation thesis were motivated by 

different projects over time and, therefore, make use of different theoretical 
frameworks and methods. This leads to a possibly rather unorthodox solution 
for a kappa. It is not straightforward, it was not planned from the beginning 
and consists of building blocks. Moreover, as the papers are driven by 
separate theories, an introductory literature review is ill-advised. Therefore, 
a post-literature review will be conducted for each paper (chapter) to position 
the contribution in recent research. Each paper will also be partly analyzed 
from reflection on assumptions, with inspiration from Alvesson and 
Sandberg (2011) and Davis (1971), followed by self-reflection in chapter 3-
5. This analysis will become a lens from which this Kappa will address 
further research, providing criticisms and contributions. At its core, the 
center of attention for this work is to understand the farm entrepreneur 
strategic choices.   
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This chapter will describe the tool (i.e., the scoping review) used to 
support this thesis in the process of reflection, conceptualization, 
operationalization and positioning of papers I-III. To do this, I conducted a 
scoping review to position the papers within their respective research fields.  

 

2.1 Literature review  
A literature review is a method of compiling literature from a certain field, 

and from the results of the review, finding less explored areas where more 
research is needed (Snyder, 2019). It is important in order to further develop 
a base of knowledge (Tranfield, Denyer, Smart, 2003). There are different 
ways to conduct a literature review. For example, in a systematic literature 
review the researcher attempts to “… summarize existing evidence, identify 
gaps in current research, and provide a framework for positioning research 
endeavors” (Okoli, 2015; p. 43), whereas in a scoping review the goal of the 
research is “… to provide a snapshot of the field and a complete overview of 
what has been done” (Xiao and Watson, 2019; p. 99).  

However, as the papers that form the cornerstones of this thesis do not 
originate from one singular doctoral project, and therefore lack a common 
framework, an introductory systematic literature review is ill-advised due to 
the breadth of topics. Moreover, the research field of management is 
heterogeneous, with disparate research streams existing due to the lack of 
consensus (Tranfield et al., 2003). Therefore, conducting a scoping review 
was the most appropriate decision (Munn et al., 2018). 
  

2. Method 
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2.1.1 Scoping review 
The objective with this scoping review is to assess the literature relevant 

to papers I-III of this thesis. A scoping review allows the researcher to 
explore the present literature, clarify key concepts, and identify topics for 
future research (Tricco et al., 2016). The scoping review will support papers 
I-III and explore how others have operationalized, operationalized and 
positioned their research.  

The premise of a scoping review can vary depending on the researchers’ 
purpose. It can be “… exploratory and descriptive” (Peters et al. 2020; p. 
2122) and is useful when bringing different literatures together and through 
mapping, allowing the researcher to clarify and compile concepts in the field 
of interest (Peters et al., 2015). The mapping process can also be helpful in 
establishing patterns within the literature as it reflects the knowledge and, in 
turn, determines the validity of findings (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2021). 
Further, Levac, Colquhoun, and O'Brien (2010) found large variations within 
the method, as well as the absence of a prevailing consensus. Due to a lack 
of unity in conducting a scoping review (Cacchione, 2016), Arksey and 
O'Malley (2005) presented a methodological guide and framework to 
improve consistency, from which a development of protocols was advanced 
(Peters et al., 2015; Peters et al., 2020). At an early stage, it was considered 
that scoping reviews could be carried out relatively quickly (Arksey and 
O’Malley, 2005), but this has been questioned more recently, and today more 
rigorous scoping reviews can last up to two years (Peterson et al., 2017). 

A scoping review should also include a detailed protocol in which 
inclusion criteria are clearly stated (Peters et al., 2020). The scoping reviews 
presented in this thesis are restricted to published journal articles and exclude 
other publications, such as book chapters and conference papers. The 
argument for this is that peer-reviewed articles have gone through “… a 
review process that acts as a screen for quality” (David and Hahn, 2004; p. 
42). The results of a scoping review can be presented in different ways, e.g., 
through a map of extracted data, using diagrams/tables, and/or through 
descriptive approaches that align with the objectives of the scoping review 
(Peters et al., 2020). There should always be an awareness when conducting 
a scoping review that there is a potential gap between goal and method. For 
example, Martin et al. (2020) pointed out methodological challenges, such 
as the way in which, although many seek to synthesize evidence within a 
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topic, the lack of a common methodology (and protocol) of a scoping review 
may constrict the validity and reliability of these findings. Ongoing 
developments call for attention, while emphasizing the issues the method still 
has. For example, in the ongoing development Peters et al. (2021), urge 
researchers and other stakeholders using the scoping review method to be 
transparent in how they perform a scoping review. The argument for 
transparency is that, if there is a “… lack of clarity or transparency relating 
to methodology, it is difficult to distinguish poor reporting from poor design” 
(Pham et al 2014; p. 380). 

2.1.2 Limitations of scoping review 
Although the methods and protocols of conducting a scoping review have 

been developed and refined over the past 20 years, there is still a need to 
create a uniform protocol for how a scoping review should be conducted 
(Khalil et al., 2021). The lack of examples for every step creates limitations, 
such as issues of how to present and clarify results (Khalil et al., 2020). These 
shortcomings can create uncertainties about how to summarize and present 
findings, which also means that both the validity and reliability of the 
findings may come into question. 

2.1.3 The screening process 
The searching (screening) process was conducted in Scopus and Web of 

Science using the search items listed in appendix 1. The first 100 hits (Carr 
et al. 2011; Kennedy, Kenny and O'Meara, 2015) returned by each search on 
Scopus/Web of Science were scanned for relevance. The decision to only 
include the first 100 articles in the search is based on Stevinson and Lawlor 
(2004), who investigated whether broad searches yielded better results (i.e., 
more topic-relevant articles). However, the expanded search did not yield 
better hits and, thus, the search can be narrowed. The limitation of 100 
articles has been practiced by e.g. Coe et al. (2014); Kennedy et al. (2015); 
Pham et al. (2014); and Yeung et al. (2019).  

The entire evaluation process contained 6 steps, ranging from key words 
to final reading. The conceptual framework used in paper II (covering Jante) 
belongs to a limited field of research with a low number of published articles, 
therefore only containing 5 steps (see all steps in appendix 1). The final 
articles were read through and summarized, and the final papers from the 
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scoping review are discussed for each chapter, respectively (see individual 
scoping reviews in chapter 3-5).  

Moreover, as there is no rigid protocol in regard to conducting a scoping 
review at the time of the review process, the steps outlined by Arksey and 
O’Malley (2005); and Peters et al. (2020) were followed. These steps were 
extracted from the text and made into a protocol to create an equivalent 
review protocol for all three papers (see table 2).  
 
Table 2. Overview of the protocol framework used to guide the screening. Inspired by 
Arksey and O'Malley (2005); and Peters et al. (2020). 

Paper Description 
1. Key words Identify key word to use in search 
2. Identifying relevant    studies Develop a plan for which terms to use, language, 

time span, etc. 
3. Study selection Involves a post-hoc inclusion of criteria. 
4. Screening data Extract data from each study to exclude papers that 

are non-relevant. 
5. Reading Reading through the papers from the final 

screening. 
6. Summarizing and reporting 

results 
Provide a broad overview of the final literature 
(see chapter 3-5). 

 
Munn et al. (2018) suggested six main focus areas for conducting a 

scoping review: (1) identify the types of available evidence in a given field; 
(2) clarify key concepts/ definitions in the literature; (3) examine how 
research is conducted on a certain topic or field; (4) identify key 
characteristics or factors related to a concept; (5) a precursor to a systematic 
review; and (6) identify and analyze knowledge gaps (p. 2). These six focus 
areas fit well with the purpose of the thesis of reflecting the study journey 
and demonstrating learning. Points 2 and 6 relate to the issue of 
conceptualization, 3 and 4 relate to operationalization, and 1 and 6 are 
connected to positioning.  

The scoping review covers all three areas of conceptualization, 
operationalization, and positioning, but do so in a different context for each 
paper. In paper I, it is in the context of EO/MO (delimited to agriculture); in 
paper II, it is in the context of Jante/Tall Poppy Syndrome; and in paper III, 
in the context of the FSI framework/identity. Paper I is delimited to 
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agriculture due to the size of the research field; paper II and III are not 
delimited as both research fields are considerably smaller.  

Findings from the scoping review show that the farmer's decision-making 
is a trade-off that is affected by various factors. EO and MO have various 
effects on the farm business, e.g., MO benefits farmers who act on consumer 
demand, and EO can benefit farmers who act on new innovation. 

However, one should be careful of making generalizations as 
conceptualization varies, making results difficult to compare. In paper II, the 
limited supply of articles created a challenge when attempting to provide a 
true conceptualization based on the scoping review. The existing literature is 
lacking a validated model to measure Jante or the like, requiring 
operationalization to be an exploratory phase, with the discussion focusing 
on defining the differences between various cultural expressions (i.e., Jante, 
Tall Poppy Syndrome, and Crab in Bucket syndrome). One finding showed 
that entrepreneurs could learn to handle cultural intolerance when supported 
by other entrepreneurs who had learnt to manage similar issues. In paper III, 
the scoping review shows how the FSI framework scale can capture 
entrepreneurial identities and works in different cultures. However, the 
scoping review revealed an issue with items cross-loading/loading in another 
dimension, which can give rise to uncertainties regarding the outcome when 
using the scale.  

The results from the scoping review, problematization through 
methodology and self-reflection enable positioning and suggestions for 
future research following papers I-III.  
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2.2 Appendix 1- Protocol scoping review 

Protocol Scoping review – paper I 
1. Key words – 
search and results 
SCOPUS 

KEY WORD: entrepreneurial AND orientation*: 4,296 
documents 

 KEY WORD: entrepreneurial*, AND farm*: 1,040 hits 
 KEY WORD: entrepreneurial*, AND farm*, AND 

agriculture*: 26 hits 
 KEY WORD: entrepreneurial AND orientation* AND 

farm*: 83 hits 
 KEY WORD: entrepreneurial AND orientation* AND 

farm* AND agribusiness: 8 hits 
 KEY WORD: entrepreneurial AND orientation* AND 

farm* AND agriculture: 25 hits 
1. Key words – 
search and results 
Web of Science 

KEY WORDS: entrepreneurial orientation* OR market 
orientation* OR farm performance* OR lean*: 96,135 hits 

2. Identifying 
relevant studies 

Saving the first 100 hits from both searches, and cross-
checking results for doubles. 
Exclusion criteria: all journal papers published earlier than 
2012.  
Inclusion: All countries/regions  
Language: English 

3. Study selection Exclusion: abstracts failing to contain one or more of the 
primary key words: EO, MO, Lean, and farm performance. 

4. Screening the 
data. 

Reading articles: primary method and results.  
Exclusion: papers of weak relevance to the subject.  

5. Readings Reading the final articles more carefully and summarizing.  
6. Summarizing 
and reporting 
results 

Extracting the summary, providing a broad overview of the 
final literature (see chapter 3). 
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Protocol Scoping review – paper II 
1. Key words – 
search and results 
SCOPUS 

KEY WORD: Jante: 35 documents 
 

 KEY WORD: Law AND of AND Jante*: 8 documents 
 KEY WORD: Law AND of AND Jante* AND agriculture: 

1 document 
 KEY WORD: Law AND of AND Jante* AND farming: 0 

documents 
1. Key words – 
search and results 
Web of Science 

KEY WORD: Law of Jante* OR Jante*: 22 documents 
 

 KEY WORD: Law of Jante* OR Jante* AND Farming* 
AND Agriculture: 10 documents 

2. Identifying 
relevant studies 

Saving the 8 hits from Scopus and the 10 hits from Web of 
Science (18 articles in total), cross-checking results for 
doubles.  
Exclusion criteria: all journal papers published earlier than 
2012.  
Inclusion: All countries/regions 
Language: English  

3. Study selection Exclusion: abstracts failing to contain one or more primary 
key words: Law of Jante, Jante (or Janteloven).  

4. Screening the 
data. 

At this point, only four articles from the study selection 
were retrieved, and this step was skipped. 

5. Readings Reading the final articles more carefully and summarizing. 
6. Summarizing 
and reporting 
results 

Extracting the summary, providing a broad overview of the 
final literature (see chapter 4). 
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Protocol Scoping review – paper III 
1. Key words – 
search and results 
SCOPUS 

KEY WORD: darwinian* AND communitarian* AND 
missionary*: 9 documents 

 
 KEY WORD: darwinian* AND communitarian* AND 

missionary* AND founder* AND social* AND identity*: 
6 documents 

1. Key words – 
search and results 
Web of Science 

KEY WORD: darwinian* OR communitarian* OR 
missionary*: 14 545 documents 

 
 KEY WORD: darwinian* OR communitarian* OR 

missionary* AND founder* AND social* AND identity*: 
7160 documents 

Adding filter 
“Research areas” 

 

Business economics OR Philosophy OR Behavioral 
Sciences OR Psychology OR Sociology OR Agriculture: 
2 051 documents 

Adding filter 
“Research 
domains” 

Social Sciences: 1268 documents  
Note: The added filters did not narrow down the search as 
expected and were removed.  

2. Identifying 
relevant studies 

Saving the first 100 hits from Web of Science, adding the 
9 from Scopus, and cross-checking results for doubles. 
Exclusion criteria: all journal papers published earlier than 
2012.  
Inclusion: All countries/regions 
Language: English  

3. Study selection Exclusion: abstracts failing to contain one or more primary 
key words: Darwinian, Communitarian, and/or Missionary. 

4. Screening the 
data. 

At this point, only four articles from the study selection 
were retrieved, and this step was skipped. 

5. Readings Reading the final articles more carefully and summarizing. 
6. Summarizing 
and reporting 
results 

Extracting the summary, providing a broad overview of the 
final literature (see chapter 5). 
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Chapter 3 starts with a brief background describing the origins of paper I. 
This is followed by paper I and the sandwich model described in the first 
chapter. The sandwich model was adopted to make it easier for the reader to 
move between the current paper, discussion and self-reflection and is aided 
by the following sub-sections: results from the scoping review, positioning 
of paper I, and an extended part on self-reflection. It reflects my thoughts on 
operationalization and problematization, and the learning process that took 
place. The chapter ends with suggestions on avenues for future research.  

3.1 Paper I. Farmers’ strategic responses to competitive 
intensity and the impact on perceived performance  

This first paper is based on a project grant from the Foundation for 
Agricultural Research (SLF), with the purpose of this project being to 
develop an Agricultural Management Index (AMI). Paper I was limited to 
investigate what advantage Swedish farmers saw from strategic choice when 
faced with competitive intensity. The data was collected using a survey sent 
to a sample of Swedish farmers between August and September in 2017.  

Partial results from this research were presented at the International Farm 
Management (IFMA21) conference in Scotland in 2017, at the Alnarp 
conference in 2018 (Consumer trends and entrepreneurship) and at the 
AAEA Annual Meeting in Atlanta, GA in 2019. The results generated 
interest in different agricultural forums such as from the “Entrepreneurship 
in Swedish Agriculture” Podcast with Länsförsäkringar Bank (2018), an 
article in Tidningen Lantmästaren Research on the future systems of farming 
(2018), and Farmers ‘good luck’ is a myth in leadership in farming” 
(Tidningen Chef, 2018). 

3. Utilize farm entrepreneurship 
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While the response from popular media was encouraging, the feedback 
received from academic conferences highlighted the need to narrow the 
scope. Consequently, paper I was delimited to examining how perceptions 
of competitive intensity influenced farmers’ strategic orientations, and, in 
turn, how different strategic orientations affected farm performance. 

 

 



I





Vol.:(0123456789)

SN Bus Econ (2021) 1:74
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43546-021-00078-1

REVIEW

Farmers’ strategic responses to competitive intensity 
and the impact on perceived performance

Jozefine Nybom1   · Erik Hunter1   · Eric Micheels2   · Martin Melin1 

Received: 31 August 2020 / Accepted: 22 April 2021 / Published online: 7 May 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
A large percentage of small- and medium-sized farms have ceased operations in the 
last 2 decades in part due to their inability to respond to increased competitive inten-
sity. Consequently, the strategic responses farmers adopt to competitive intensity are 
important to understand as they may influence performance and ultimately their sur-
vival. Based on a sample of 388 randomly selected farmers in Sweden and using 
structural equation modelling, we find that as perceptions of competitive intensity 
increase, so does their market orientation (MO) and lean production orientation 
(LPO), but not entrepreneurial orientation (EO). Moreover, we find that farmers who 
indicate greater (in order of importance) MO and LPO report better overall perfor-
mance, while increased EO surprisingly contributes negatively to performance. Our 
findings contribute to the limited body of research on strategic responses to competi-
tive intensity in the agricultural sector and subsequent payoff on farm performance.

Keywords  Entrepreneurial orientation · Market orientation · Lean production 
orientation · Competitive intensity · Subjective performance · Agriculture · Farming

 *	 Jozefine Nybom 
	 jozefine.nybom@slu.se

	 Erik Hunter 
	 erik.hunter@slu.se

	 Eric Micheels 
	 eric.micheels@usask.ca

	 Martin Melin 
	 martin.melin@slu.se

1	 Department of People and Society, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, PO Box 190, 
234 22 Lomma, Sweden

2	 Department of Agricultural and Resource Economics, University of Saskatchewan, Room 3D14, 
Agriculture Building 51 Campus Drive, Saskatoon, SK S7N 5A8, Canada

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9403-2403
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4906-2515
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6974-6423
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1318-936X
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s43546-021-00078-1&domain=pdf


	 SN Bus Econ (2021) 1:7474  Page 2 of 22

Introduction

Similar to what has been occurring in other developed economies, there has been 
a significant decline in the number of farms in Sweden since the 1960s (SBA 
2009). While the total number of farms has declined by 83%, the number of large 
farms, defined as farms over 50 hectares has increased by 137% as of 2007. At the 
same time, the price of land has increased by 87% from 2008 to 2018, while out-
put price indices have been variable (SBA 2019a). For example, the output price 
index increased 21% from 2015 to 2018 but declined by 11% from 2018 to 2019 
(SBA 2019b). In such highly competitive environments, producers may search 
for increased returns in a variety of areas. Two broad strategies are to become 
more efficient or to move closer to the customer. The question before managers 
and policy-makers is what strategies are adopted and what are their payoffs to 
performance?

Porter (2008, 1991, 1985) described two main methods of improving perfor-
mance. When faced with increased competition, Porter suggested that firms could 
either become more efficient or they could endeavor to differentiate their produc-
tion to potentially earn higher prices for their production. These two broad strate-
gic choices have been extensively studied in areas outside of agriculture (Takata 
2016; Stonehouse and Pemberton 2002; Yamin et al. 1999). It has only been rela-
tively recently, however, that researchers have examined the factors that might 
influence these choices within agriculture. For example, Mirzaei et  al. (2016) 
found that market-oriented firms had better marketing outcomes among Ontario 
farms that differentiated by marketing channel. Other work has also shown that 
differentiation strategies can pay off for farms investing in this strategy (Levi 
et al. 2019; Meraner and Finger 2019; Bauman et al. 2018). Similarly, previous 
research has found farms having an entrepreneurial orientation tend to benefit 
financially in the long run with their entrepreneurial efforts (Grande et al. 2011). 
However, the pay-off of a strategic orientation depends on contextual factors 
such as competitive intensity and managerial ability (see, e.g. Jaworski and Kohli 
1993).

It is clear that efficiency or differentiation strategies play an important role in 
financial performance. However, the strategy (farm) organizations adopt is not 
relegated to one or the other; rather, they can be expected to pursue multiple strat-
egies in parallel (see, e.g. Mavondo et al. 2005) related to improving efficiency or 
diversification and for different contextual reasons such as perceptions of com-
petitive intensity. Consequently, responses to competitive pressures and financial 
performance outcomes can be better understood when different strategic orienta-
tions (e.g. efficiency and differentiation) are modelled together (see, e.g. Al-Hen-
zab et al. 2018; Baker and Sinkula 2009).

Surprisingly, the literature on differentiation strategies such as market orienta-
tion and entrepreneurial orientation, are rarely studied together with efficiency 
strategies such as just in time, lean, and total quality management (see, e.g. Liu 
and Fu 2011; Grinstein 2008; Zelbst et al. 2010). Moreover, studies focused on 
the relationship between strategic orientation(s) and performance tend to omit 
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antecedents (such as competitive intensity) driving the strategic orientation(s) 
(Köhr et  al. 2019; Kirca et  al. 2005). This limits the understanding of produc-
ers’ actual responses to competitive pressure as they would likely have a portfolio 
approach to competitiveness: some resources are directed toward becoming more 
efficient, while others are directed to better understanding the needs of the market 
and acting upon opportunities.

Consequently, the purpose of this paper is to examine how perceptions of com-
petitive intensity influence different strategic orientations and how they in turn affect 
firm performance. We use survey data gathered from a random sample of 388 Swed-
ish farm producers and measure the competitive intensity they experience and their 
strategic orientation (i.e. market orientation—a propensity for understanding and 
catering towards customer needs; entrepreneurial orientation—the firm’s proactive-
ness and risk tolerance towards (innovative) opportunities and lean production ori-
entation—behaviors in the firm that foster efficiency). We then build a structural 
equation model to test the relationships between perceived competitive intensity and 
strategic orientation to understand differences in perceived performance.

A confirmatory factor analysis revealed that market, entrepreneurial and lean pro-
duction orientations represented unique dimensions—however, there was consider-
able overlap between market orientation and entrepreneurial orientation. To resolve 
this, entrepreneurial orientation items relating to conservative posture were retained 
in the final structural equation path model. Our results show that as perceptions of 
competitive intensity increase, farm producers tend to display greater market and 
lean production orientations, but not entrepreneurial orientation. The returns to all 
three strategic choices were significant, however, not in the way predicted. Returns 
to better understanding the needs of the customer (market orientation) and efficiency 
(lean production orientation) were positive while being more entrepreneurially ori-
ented had a negative effect on performance.

Frame of reference and hypotheses

Swedish farmers’ (much like farmers in the rest of the Western world) operate in 
highly competitive markets. Since joining the European Union and the opening of 
markets in the 1990s, Sweden has faced increasing competition from imports and 
individual companies are surrounded by larger and more efficient competitors. Given 
the strong competition from European and global competitors, farms must either 
adapt to the new competitive environment or risk failure. Recent statistics show that 
the rate of exit continues to be around 6% and is attributed to competitive intensity 
(Statistics Sweden 2019). Even with significant support through the Common Agri-
cultural Policy, increased competitiveness would suggest that to survive and thrive, 
farmers in Sweden need to find sustainable ways to improve performance.

Recent work has suggested that increased competitive pressure can trigger 
changes in the strategic direction of firms, as well as moderate the effectiveness of 
the actions undertaken by firms. For example, O’Cass and Weerawardena (2010) 
find that increased competitive intensity increases market-focused learning among a 
sample of manufacturing and service firms. Given new trade agreements combined 
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with changes within the EU agricultural sector, Swedish farms are facing an increas-
ingly dynamic market (Konkurrensverket 2011). At the same time, consumer 
demands continue to evolve, necessitating the need to be continually aware of how a 
farm’s production fits within the broader agricultural value chain. These changes can 
therefore stimulate strategic changes within agricultural firms to explore new oppor-
tunities or to exploit current capabilities in meeting the needs of the market (Abebe 
and Angriawan 2014).

Competitive intensity (CI) as an antecedent of strategic orientations

Actors in markets embodying high levels of competitive intensity tend to experi-
ence fierce competition from a large number of competitors as products are usually 
interchangeable, offerings easily matched by other actors, and competition is driven 
by price and cost (see, e.g. Auh and Menguc 2005; Zahra and Covin 1995). Com-
petitive intensity has been modeled by Porter (1985) and others (see, e.g. O’Cass 
and Weerawardena 2010) as relating to buyer power, supplier power, threat of entry, 
threat of substitution, and rivalry. More competitive industries would have greater 
pressures from one or more of these forces. Others have focused mainly on the issue 
of rivalry when studying competitive intensity (Feng et al. 2019). In our context, we 
view competitive intensity as a combination of price intensity, competitor strength 
and ease with which products can be replaced.

The entrepreneurship and marketing literature has tended to focus on com-
petitive intensity as a moderator between a market orientation (MO) and profit-
ability. In highly competitive industries, for example, the benefits of having a high 
MO outweighs its costs. However, in other situations, such as where a company 
has a monopoly or where competition is not intense, having a high MO may not 
be strongly related to profitability (Kohli and Jaworski 1990). When the focus of 
research is on comparing industries or sectors that have large variation between 
competitive intensity, treating competitive intensity (CI) as a moderator can reveal 
under which conditions firms benefit from different strategies such as MO, entrepre-
neurial orientation (EO), or lean production orientation (LPO). However, and argua-
bly, treating CI as a moderator within industries where competitive intensity is more 
uniform, such as farming, is less interesting.

Nevertheless, within a specific industry variation in how a firm chooses to 
respond can be expected to be based on perceived competitive intensity. When based 
on perceptions, competitive intensity can also be viewed as an antecedent variable. 
That is, CI may influence the development of different strategies to counter hos-
tile operating environments. In fact, Lusch and Laczniak (1987) demonstrated that 
increased perceptions of competitive intensity (by Fortune 500 executives) led to 
more market-oriented behaviors. Similarly, increased perceptions of CI have been 
shown to increase export entrepreneurship (Navarro-García et  al. 2015) and have 
been tested (but not confirmed) for its positive effect on EO in the pharmaceuti-
cal industry (Jambulingam and Doucette 1999). The common denominator between 
MO and EO studies that have CI as an antecedent is the suggestion that competition 
forces companies to be more aware of their customer needs and competitors (MO) 
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and to take risks by exploiting opportunities (EO). Agricultural producers, however, 
tend to view the path to improved performance through improved efficiency (Hans-
son 2007; Van Passel et al. 2006). In this manner, farms may seek to become more 
efficient through standardization processes which seek to identify best practices and 
to ensure they are practiced by all family members and employees on the farm.

Though we are unaware of previous research that has explored the relationship 
between perceived CI and increases in MO or EO in the agricultural sector, we 
hypothesize that the logic should be similar. That is, increased perceptions of CI by 
farmers should spur increasing levels of EO and MO as a result. Moreover, coun-
tering CI through increased entrepreneurship and marketing orientation is a topic 
heavily promoted by the government and NGOs in Sweden (see, e.g. Regeringen 
2017). Finally, rationalization and structural changes witnessed across the world in 
agriculture are direct results of efforts to increase production efficiency in the face 
of increased competition (Hendrickson et al. 2014; Weis and Weis 2007). It follows, 
therefore, that as farmers perceive higher levels of CI, they will be more likely to be 
engaged in activities that improve their efficiency (later described and operational-
ized as LPO). Taken together, we hypothesize that increased perceptions of CI will 
lead to increases in market, entrepreneurial and lean orientations as follows:

H1: An increase in perceived competitive intensity is associated with an increase 
in the level of lean production orientation.

H2: An increase in perceived competitive intensity is associated with an increase 
in the level of entrepreneurial orientation.

H3: An increase in perceived competitive intensity is associated with an increase 
in the level of market orientation.

Lean production orientation (LPO) and subjective performance

In commodity markets where prices are set in global markets, increases in net 
income are largely driven by efficiency gains that lower per unit costs of production. 
Agricultural firms have often focused on the adoption of new technologies that have 
been developed outside the farm gate to achieve this goal, but these gains are often 
short-lived, and the developer of the technology often takes a considerable share of 
any projected gains in efficiency. Internal innovation practices are another means 
to increase efficiency. This follows the work by Karlsson and Åhlström (1996) who 
define lean production systems along a variety of practices aimed at improving pro-
duction efficiency. Moreover, research has shown that involving employees and oth-
ers in decision-making processes and worker autonomy can lead to improved pro-
duction outcomes (Kalleberg et al. 2009).

Given the nature of agricultural markets, farmers are continually searching for 
the means to increase efficiency. Work by Hansson (2007) showed that there is sig-
nificant room for efficiency gains among farms in Sweden. While Hansson (2007) 
suggested that the CAP may reduce the necessity to seek improved efficiency in 
firms who do not meet their performance goals, they can choose to invest valuable 
resources in becoming more efficient thereby lowering their break-even price and 
allowing them to cover costs of production as greater levels of competition and 
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innovation pushes equilibrium prices lower. Recent studies have shown that invest-
ing in lean production systems, even incrementally, may lead to improved finan-
cial performance in markets where competitive dynamics have changed (Barth and 
Melin 2018; Shah and Ganji 2017).

Lean production systems balance worker autonomy with process standardization. 
The ability to stop the assembly line is based on worker autonomy, but the idea of 
assembly line itself is based on task standardization (Mĺkva et al. 2016). For firms 
with employees, standardizing practices ensure that tasks are repeatable and that 
outcomes fall within acceptable tolerance levels. A core tenet of lean philosophy 
is to reduce waste and embrace a “just-in-time” production system, including con-
tinuous improvements that will add value in every step (Ohno 1988). The promise 
of lean production is improved productivity (Lewis 2000), enhanced quality, short-
ened lead times, reduced costs (Karlsson and Åhlström 1996), reduced waste and 
improved operational effectiveness (Roriz et al. 2017) which contributes to desired 
improvements in the quality process. In this paper, we define a lean production ori-
entation as one that standardizes production processes to reduce waste and improve 
efficiency.

Increases in efficiency gained through the standardization of practices should 
theoretically lead to better financial performance. However, the positive association 
between lean practices and increased performance has not always received empiri-
cal support. This may be due to differences in measurement or intervening variables 
such as non-financial measures (Fullerton and Wempe 2009). Nevertheless, even if 
lean business practices increase the risk of, e.g. ill-health (Landsbergis et al. 1999), 
especially in dangerous occupations such as farming (see, e.g. Alwall et  al. 2019; 
Hall 2007), the literature and widespread adoption seem to support the aggregate 
cost–benefit to performance. Consequently, we propose that farms that adopt a LPO 
will have better performance measures than those that do not. Moreover, we expect 
to find this effect to be independent of and in addition to the differentiation strategies 
we discuss in the next section.

H4: An increase in lean production orientation is associated with an increase in 
firm performance.

Entrepreneurial orientation (EO) and subjective performance

Entrepreneurial orientation refers to an organizational mindset that promotes ongo-
ing autonomy (Anderson and Eshima 2013), innovativeness, risk-taking, proactive-
ness (Wiklund 1999), and competitive aggressiveness (Anderson and Eshima 2013; 
Lumpkin and Dess 2001, 1996). It is this mindset that forms the basis for entrepre-
neurship in organizations—that is the new entry of goods and services into new and 
existing markets (Lumpkin and Dess 1996). Despite conflicting evidence in indi-
vidual studies, the body of research suggests that an EO has positive implications for 
performance. For example, Naldi et al. (2007) could not find support for a signifi-
cant relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and performance in small fam-
ily businesses. However, Grande et al. (2011) found EO paid off financially in farm-
based ventures over time. Building on the knowledge available, Rauch et al. (2009) 
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concluded from a meta-analytical study of 53 samples that EO has positive—and 
moderately large—performance implications for businesses across cultures, opera-
tionalization of the construct, and time.

Within agricultural markets, entrepreneurial actions may be evident in both input 
and output markets. For example, in commodity markets, much of the competition 
among producers is for inputs (e.g. highly productive land; quality employees). 
On the other hand, firms that seek to differentiate their production may develop 
new products or seek to operate in new markets or channels (Mirzaei et al. 2016). 
Regardless, being proactive in the search and acquisition of valuable inputs or the 
development of innovative methods to market agricultural production should ulti-
mately lead to improved performance through greater efficiency or increased rev-
enues. Given this, we propose that:

H5: An increase in entrepreneurial orientation is associated with an increase in 
firm performance.

Market orientation (MO) and subjective performance

A market orientation has been defined by Slater and Narver (1994) as an organi-
zational culture focused on the discovery of customer needs. Through a greater 
understanding of the customer and the strengths and weaknesses of other firms in 
the market, market-oriented firms may develop strategies that can lead to improved 
performance. Even in agricultural markets where production from one farm is indis-
tinguishable from another, research has shown that firms who better understand the 
needs of their buyer have improved performance (Micheels and Gow 2015; Verhees 
and Meulenberg 2004).

Production agriculture has long been a near textbook case of a perfectly com-
petitive market. In typical agricultural commodity markets, farm businesses compete 
with firms with similar resource endowments and similar constraints to sell agricul-
tural commodities (which are undifferentiated by definition) to processors and retail-
ers. Through a combination of exit and mergers and organic growth, many agricul-
tural landscapes are now populated by fewer and larger firms. At the same time, 
the needs of value chain participants have evolved to reflect the changing needs of 
consumers. Increasingly, agricultural value chains are attempting to compete with 
competitors based on measures of environmental sustainability, increased animal 
welfare, degree of localness, as well as price. For agricultural producers operating 
within these value chain systems, greater competition at the production level may 
lead to greater pressures on firm performance. As suggested by Levinthal and March 
(1993), search is a function of aspirations, and the ability of the firm to meet per-
formance goals. Alternatively, agricultural firms facing increased competition could 
focus on developing a differentiated value offering based on their unique ability to 
help the value chain meet customer needs. As downstream firms face greater compe-
tition due to mergers and acquisitions, greater competition from international firms, 
and changing consumer demands, firms who can better understand their buyer (and 
their buyer’s customer) may find that performance can also be improved in this man-
ner. Recent studies have shown that market-oriented firms in agricultural markets 
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can improve performance through greater learning about customer needs (Micheels 
and Gow 2015; Gellynck et  al. 2012) even though other studies have shown that 
issues surrounding legitimacy may inhibit the development of a market orientation 
(Press et al. 2014). Based on this, we hypothesize that:

The hypotheses introduced in this section are modelled in Fig. 1. The structural 
model suggests that increased competitive intensity leads to increases in three dif-
ferent strategic orientations—LPO, EO, and MO—that in turn, and in parallel are 
expected to increase perceptions of firm performance.

Methods

Sample and procedure

A list of all active farmers in Sweden was retrieved from the Statistics Bureau in 
Sweden (SCB). This list contained a total of 62,095 farmers and included contact 
information and basic demographic information about e.g. sector focus, size of the 
farm in terms of area, and age. Farm units with less than 10 hectares and farms 
categorized as “Smallholders” by SCB were removed from sample consideration. 
This was done to avoid collecting data on “hobby farmers” who are over-represented 
among small-landholders who do not consider farming as their main occupation and 
often produce for their own needs rather than for profit. Of the remaining 29,295 
farmers, 1,952 were randomly selected and sent a pen-and-paper questionnaire via 
the postal service with a return envelope and pre-paid postage. After four weeks, 
a single reminder, also by post, was sent to those who did not respond to the initial 
survey.

Participants were told that the questionnaire was used to gather benchmark data 
of managerial activities in agriculture and answers they provided would be treated 

Fig. 1   Structural model
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anonymously and reported in aggregate to make identification impossible. Instruc-
tions in the survey asked that it be filled in by the person most responsible for mak-
ing strategic decisions on e.g. investments and production. Finally, all participants 
were informed in writing that responding to the survey was completely voluntary. A 
pre-test of the questionnaire was conducted by a small group of students with farm-
ing experience (N = 10) to improve reliability (e.g. by flagging confusing language 
or unclear instructions; ensuring concepts were understood; structure was easy to 
follow, etc.). In total, 388 completed surveys were returned for a response rate of 
around 20%. Due to an extensive area, Sweden is divided into regions where live-
stock is the most dominant in the central districts of the country, and crop produc-
tion dominated the south (plain district), and the forest district is represented by a 
majority of smaller farm holdings (Statistics Sweden 2019). On average farmers in 
Sweden are 57 years old with males representing 88% of farmers (Statistics Sweden 
2019). In comparing the known population of Farmers in Sweden with our sample 
data, we find that in terms of gender and age, size (ha), production district, and edu-
cation, there are no significant differences (see Table 1).

Measurements

For a complete list of the questions used to measure competitive intensity, LPO, EO, 
MO, and subjective performance the reader is directed to ESM Appendix. All items 
were translated from English to Swedish and measured on 7-point Likert scales with 
end points strongly disagree = 1 and strongly agree = 7. Below, the choice of opera-
tionalization is motivated.

Subjective performance (SP)

While performance is often captured using objective financial measures such as 
ROA (Dess and Robinson Jr. 1984), growth in sales (Pearce et al. 1987; Dess and 
Robinson Jr. 1984), profit (Wall et al. 2004) they are more difficult to attain, evaluate 
and potentially less accurate than subjective measures (Rowe and Morrow Jr. 1999). 
Previous research has shown remarkable correlation between objective and sub-
jective measures of performance (Pearce et al. 1987; Dess and Robinson Jr. 1984) 

Table 1   Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents

Gender (%) Male 88.4 Education (%) Primary school 20.6
Female 10.8 Secondary school 43.0

Age Average 56.7 Higher education 36.4
Size (ha) Average 132.8 Production (%) Conventional 77.6
Production district (%) Plain district 22.7 Organic 20.6

Central districts 40.5
Forest districts 35.6
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and therefore some researchers advocate the use of subjective measures (Slater and 
Narver 1994).

For the aforementioned reasons, performance was measured subjectively and 
operationalized using seven items developed by Micheels (2010) and one item from 
Pearce et al. (1987). These items captured responses to questions related to whether 
return on assets, investments, and marketing met expectations; more global ques-
tions related to performance in the previous year based on expectations or when 
compared to major competitors; questions about cash flow and sales growth were 
also measured. Together, these questions on subjective performance were intended 
to capture multiple aspects of financial and market performance. See ESM Appen-
dix for a full list of items used to measure subjective performance.

Competitive intensity, EO, MO, and LPO

Measures for LPO, MO, EO and CI were taken from previously published scales and 
adjusted slightly to fit an agricultural context. LPO was captured using 11 measure-
ment items and took inspiration from Karlsson and Åhlström (1996). The key ele-
ments of LPO are activities related to reducing costs and improving profit margins 
(Zhou 2016). However, much of the literature and operationalization of lean were 
developed in the field of operations management and in the context of large manu-
facturing organizations. As a result, efforts were made to keep the items for LPO 
as similar as possible to the ones borrowed from Karlsson and Åhlström (1996). In 
total, 16 items were used to capture MO. These were inspired by the seminal Narver 
and Slater (1990) article but based on Micheels (2010) adaptations made for the 
agricultural sector. The items correspond to three dimensions of MO, i.e., customer 
orientation, competitor orientation and inter-functional coordination. Eight items 
intended to measure EO were taken from Covin and Slevin (1989) and deal with 
strategic posturing or activities the firm typically engages in such as innovation, pro-
activeness, and risk-taking. Even though competing models of EO have been pre-
sented in the literature, Covin and Slevin (1989) were used because it was developed 
for studying small (rather than large) firms and has been validated repeatedly over 
the last few decades. The items retained in the model measuring EO include five 
items and capture at least one item related to innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-
taking (and subsequently recoded so that agreement on the items reflected increas-
ing EO). CI was developed using one item from (Gatignon and Xuereb 1997) relat-
ing to a rapidly declining market and seven items from Jaworski and Kohli (1993) 
corresponding to demand uncertainty and the perceived intensity of external com-
petitors and market prices.

Reliability and validity

The reliability and validity of the measurement scales were tested using SPSS 
24 and AMOS 24. Table  2 shows factors loadings for the retained items used in 
the model. Factor loadings at 0.5 are accepted, but values over 0.7 are preferred 
(Hair et  al. 2014). To measure for internal consistency, Cronbach alpha was used 
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as measurement. Acceptable values for internal consistency range from 0.70 (Hair 
et  al. 2014) to 0.95 (Tavakol and Dennick 2011). Low values could indicate poor 
correlation or poor inter-relatedness between items and should be discarded, while 
if Cronbach alpha is too high this could be an indication of items testing the same 
thing and therefore a maximum Cronbach alpha of 0.90 has been recommended 
(Tavakol and Dennick 2011). The results meet the threshold for internal consistency 
with Cronbach alpha values that range from 0.738 to 0.876. Item-total correlations 

Table 2   Factor loadings of the items including Cronbach’s α and Corrected item-to-total correlations (for 
all items in the questionnaire, see ESM Appendix)

Constructs Items Factor load-
ing

Cr. alpha Corrected item 
total correlations

AVE Square 
root of 
AVE

1 2

Competitive intensity (CI) CI1 0.841 0.767 0.623 0.684 0.827
CI2 0.820 0.592
CI3 0.820 0.593

Lean production orientation 
(LPO)

LPO1 0.873 0.844 0.645 0.627 0.792
LPO2 0.839 0.698
LPO3 0.774 0.657
LPO4 0.680 0.611
LPO5 0.837 0.587
LPO6 0.835 0.637
LPO7 0.683 0.391

Entrepreneurial orientation (EO) EO1 0.782 0.738 0.588 0.495 0.704
EO2 0.730 0.535
EO3 0.683 0.486
EO4 0.671 0.462
EO5 0.644 0.449

Market orientation (MO) MO1 0.803 0.876 0.671 0.604 0.777
MO2 0.771 0.612
MO3 0.733 0.582
MO4 0.726 0.699
MO5 0.654 0.622
MO6 0.874 0.677
MO7 0.874 0.686
MO8 0.755 0.563

Subjective performance (SP) SP1 0.879 0.850 0.705 0.942 0.835
SP2 0.842 0.606
SP3 0.824 0.737
SP4 0.739 0.534
SP5 0.914 0.539
SP6 0.855 0.622
SP7 0.784 0.538
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less than 0.3 were removed in accordance with Rodriguez-Blazquez et  al. (2011); 
Cristobal et al. (2007) since they are likely to measure different construct from other 
items in the scale.

To assess convergent validity, i.e. the amount of variance captured by each con-
struct, average variance extracted (AVE) values were calculated. The AVE value 
should exceed 0.50 (Fornell and Larcker 1981), and an AVE < 0.50 indicates on 
average more errors remain than variance explained (Hair et  al. 2014, 2011). To 
test for common method bias (CMB), Harman’s single factor test was conducted 
in SPSS. One factor stood for 22% of explained variance. This indicates that CMB 
exists; however, it does not exceed the commonly accepted threshold value of 50% 
(Eichhorn 2014) and, therefore, no further actions are necessary (Podsakoff 2003). 
Table  3 shows descriptive statistics of constructs being significantly correlated to 
each with the Pearson Correlation Coefficients ranging between -0.050 to 0.590. 
Previous researchers have pointed out considerable conceptual (Jones and Rowley 
2011) and empirical (Kwak et al. 2013; Sciascia et al. 2006) overlap between EO 
and MO. In retaining EO items mostly related to conservativeness or risk-taking, 
such as “my firm typically embrace(s) low risk projects…and typically avoids high-
risk projects” (see ESM Appendix), we avoid conceptual overlap with MO items 
that were mostly related to customer orientation and interfunctional coordination. 
Importantly, we found no indication of multicollinearity in the retained items used 
to capture the constructs as the correlations were less than 0.90 (Hair et al. 2014).

Results

The structural model was analyzed using SPSS 24 and AMOS version 24. Struc-
tural equation modelling (SEM) was used to test the structural model (Fig. 1) and 
the relationship between latent constructs (Ullman and Bentler 2003). SEM is a 
multivariate technique that provides a simultaneous estimate that a single multiple 
regression or a single factor analysis does not (Weston and Gore Jr. 2006). Thus, 
SEM will involve both the structural and measurement model combined and there-
fore provides a better way of empirically examining the theoretical model (Hair et al. 
2014; Weston and Gore Jr. 2006). Further, the strength in using SEM is that the 
technique allows for measurement errors to be eliminated (Cohen et  al. 1990). In 

Table 3   Descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) and correlation matrix of the constructs

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level

Construct Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Competitive intensity 4.22 1.35 1
2. Lean production orientation 3.52 1.34 0.216** 1
3. Entrepreneurial orientation 4.03 1.20 − 0.016 − 0.184** 1
4. Market orientation 3.46 1.21 0.219** 0.517** − 0.190** 1
5. Subjective performance 4.06 1.09 − 0.049 0.271** − 0.199** 0.423** 1
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addition, SEM allows for flexibility in the interplay between theory and data and the 
outcome represents a more complex theoretical model (Chin 1998).

Model fit

Figure  2 shows the structural model of the effects from competitive intensity on 
Swedish farmers’ strategic response and the return on their estimated performance. 
To determine model fit we used common indices. Chi-square (X2) is a method to 
assess model fit and in a good fitting model, the chi-square value should be non-
significant (Hooper et al. 2008). Because chi-square value can be sensitive to sam-
ple size (Hooper et al. 2008) additional indices assessing model fit have been used. 
Some common indices used include the Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), Comparative Fit 
Index (CFI) and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and Standard-
ized Root Mean Square (SRMR) (Hair et al. 2014). General threshold values for a 
good model fit for interpreted indices are TLI > 0.95, CFI > 0.95, RMSEA > 0.08, 
and SRMR ≤ 0.08. SRMR values range from 0 to 1.0, where 0.05 is considered a 
well-fitted model, whereas 0.08 is acceptable (Schreiber et al. 2006).

Our results show an acceptable model fit. The X2 measure is 1171.41 and is non-
significant with 374 degrees of freedom. From the test for discrepancy between the 
hypothesized model and the data, CFI turned out to be 0.852, indicating an accept-
able fit. The relative fit indices, TLI, is 0.827 which is an acceptable fit. The par-
simony-adjusted index, RMSEA, that corrects for model complexity is 0.06 which 
represents a moderate fit. The calculated SRMR value of 0.1232 turns out to exceed 
the threshold value for even a mediocre fit. This could indicate that the hypothesized 
model may be too parsimonious. Table 4 shows the results from the path diagram 
and indicates that the data in general supports the hypothesized structural model.

Fig. 2   Structural model of the effects from competitive intensity on Swedish farmer’s strategic response 
and return on subjective performance. Overall model fit: Chi-square = 1171.41 df = 374 CFI = 0.852 TLI 
0.888 RMSEA = 0.0740 SRMR = 0.1232
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The SEM results in Fig. 2 and Table 4 indicate that CI has a positive effect on 
MO (H3 supported) having the highest standardized coefficient value (0.35) fol-
lowed by LPO (0.32) (H1 supported). However, CI does not appear to influence EO 
(H2 rejected) as the standardized coefficient is non-significant at − 0.03. Looking at 
the different strategic orientations, MO appears to have a positive, medium effect, 
on SP (0.27) followed by LPO at 0.12. Surprisingly, EO was significantly, but nega-
tively related to SP (− 0.18). Based on this, we find support for H4 and H6, but not 
H5. Although the results for H5 are significant, the finding is inconclusive since we 
operationalized, in line with extant literature, EO as having a positive relationship 
with performance. Taken together, the results suggest that when farmers perceive 
increased CI, they tend to increase their LPO and MO, but not EO. At the same 
time, the results also suggest that each of the strategic orientations influences per-
ceived performance with MO having the largest effect followed by LPO and a sur-
prising negative effect for EO.

Discussion and conclusions

The purpose of this paper was to examine how perceptions of competitive inten-
sity influence different strategic orientations and how they in turn affect firm perfor-
mance. In doing this, we confirmed that two of the strategic orientations measured, 
MO and LPO were related to increased perceptions of performance; unexpectedly, 
EO was negatively related to performance. Our structural model also revealed that 
the strategic paths farmers chose when CI increased tended to include MO and LPO, 
but fittingly perhaps, not EO.

This research contributes to an understanding of how farmers strategically 
respond to competitive intensity and in turn how this influences their performance. 
Previous research in this area has tended to focus on linear relationships between, 
e.g. MO and firm performance, rather than on how different strategic orientations 
work in parallel (Hernández-Linares et  al. 2018). We suggest that the structural 
model used in this study comes closer than previous studies in mimicking farmers’ 
strategic, “portfolio” response to competitive intensity and the performance “pay-
off” that flows from their choices. In addition to confirming the independent nature 
of the MO, EO, and LPO factor structures, we also showed the relative importance 

Table 4   Results from path diagram

Latent construct Influence Hypothesis Hypothesis 
supported

Estimates Std. errors Multiple sq. 
correlations

LPO ← CI H1 Yes 0.223 0.056 0.083
EO ← CI H2 No − 0.034 0.043 0.003
MO ← CI H3 Yes 0.298 0.066 0.118
SP ← LPO H4 Yes 0.088 0.053 0.1
SP ← EO H5 No − 0.224 0.087 0.1
SP ← MO H6 Yes 0.384 0.061 0.1
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(i.e. effect size) of each strategy orientation on performance under conditions of 
competitive intensity.

Porter (1991) suggests that firms could either become more efficient or attempt to 
differentiate production facing increased competition. In line with this, our results 
show that Swedish farmers turn to both as perceived CI increases. Although an 
increase in LPO was shown to contribute to improved performance, the effect size 
was smaller than turning to increased MO. One reason for this result may be related 
to the law of diminishing returns—e.g. farmers have focused on improving effi-
ciency for decades (Hendrickson et al. 2014; Welter 2011; Qualman and Tait 2004) 
therefore marginal gains may be easier to achieve through orientations directed at 
better understanding the buyer and downstream customer needs (Assuncao and Gha-
tak 2003). Nevertheless, the importance of LPO on performance, in particular as 
we have measured through standardized routines and following up those routines 
with employees should not be understated and may become more important over 
time. Currently, the average Swedish farm has the equivalent of 1.3 employees, not 
including family members or temporary and seasonal workers (Sweden Statistics 
2019). Due to structural change and rationalization, the average farm size (in Swe-
den and Worldwide) has increased, as has the movement of migrant laborers which 
currently is estimated to be 15,000 working in Swedish agriculture. Efficiency can 
be expressed in different ways. However, having temporary and external employees 
during peak season highlight the need for developed routines to minimize mistakes 
since mistakes can have a great impact on margins. Therefore, well-developed rou-
tines (i.e. lean production routines) should minimize the risk of mistakes by employ-
ees and thereby improve efficiency.

MO promotes, e.g. new revenue opportunities in less competitive arenas that 
allow the farmer to sell at a higher price, or to produce products for alternative mar-
kets (e.g. barley for the beer or whisky industry). LPO and the cost benefits that 
accrue from such a strategy may instead promote expansion and larger production 
units. However, bigger units come with a cost such as different expectations on lead-
ership and management (Assuncao and Ghatak 2003). To keep up cash flow in big-
ger units the farmer must be able to coordinate different events in the market, and 
market intelligence becomes important. Interestingly, our findings show that returns 
to EO, even when accounting for the variance captured by MO and LPO, are signifi-
cant and display a larger effect size than LPO. This indicates that producers do not 
necessarily need to take significant risk when attempting to improve performance 
outcomes. On the contrary, the effect we found for EO suggests that taking large 
risks, being competitively aggressive, and ignoring caution is negatively related to 
performance. This unexpected finding seems to contradict previous EO research on 
farm businesses that show a positive effect on firm performance (see, e.g. Gellynck 
et  al. 2015; Veidal and Flaten 2014; Grande et  al. 2011). This difference may be 
explained by the Swedish farm context used to gather data or the combination of 
strategic orientations captured in this study; nevertheless, this has important impli-
cations for policy-makers, farm organizations, and advisors who regularly advocate 
entrepreneurship as a pathway towards increased competitiveness and survival (see, 
e.g. Regeringen 2017; Regeringen 2015; EU 2013; EU 2011).
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Policy makers often assume that increased production, efficiency, market ori-
entation, and entrepreneurship is the solution to agricultural competitiveness 
(Regeringen 2015). However, to our knowledge, no research has so far sought 
to understand how farmers act when competition increases from the perspective 
of multiple strategic choices. The EU continues to push for an increased MO-
responsiveness from farmers. In the overview of CAP-reform 2014–2020, the 
Commission stated that “… to enhance market orientation of EU agriculture is 
continued by adapting the policy instruments to further encourage farmers to 
base their production decision on market signals” (EU 2013; p. 5). This state-
ment is likely true, but it needs more context to achieve the intended results. First, 
farmers already respond and make decisions on market signals. We see this each 
spring when farmers make allocation decisions regarding which crops to seed for 
the upcoming season. Moreover, increasing market orientation does not mean 
that new product innovation means moving closer to the consumer. This is dis-
cussed by, e.g. Grunert et al. (2010) who suggested that producing a high-quality 
and homogeneous raw product (such as milk, grain, meat, etc.) is an example of 
an MO-response. In this manner, the market or channel is signaling their needs 
in terms of quality, quantity, and other characteristics (time of delivery, residue 
limits, etc.). Thus, market-orientated farmers are well positioned to identify such 
needs, which are in line with our findings. MO captures activities such as visiting 
customers to learn more about their needs, gathering intelligence on competitors, 
and sharing information in the company to produce products that target the right 
markets or are better tailored to match customer needs. While all of these activi-
ties are entrepreneurial in nature, they are less risky than the behaviors captured 
by an EO which includes, e.g. making major changes to product offerings or even 
launching completely new ones. A strategic orientation combining EO and MO 
brings Sarasvathy’s (2001) theory of effectuation to mind. Effectuation describes 
an approach to making entrepreneurial decisions that includes using only those 
resources available (bird-in hand) and investing only as much as you are willing 
to lose (affordable loss). In other words, the relationship we found between a stra-
tegic orientation, showing negative EO effects, combined with pro-MO leading 
to greater performance may be due to farmers risking only what they could afford 
with the means they had available.

The results for EO do not imply that farmers avoid entrepreneurial behavior or 
entrepreneurial orientations; however, we can say that EO does not appear to be trig-
gered by differences in competitive intensity perceptions. This result runs counter 
to strategic recommendations by, e.g. researchers Engelen et al. (2015) and Porter 
(2008) and, e.g. E.U. governments (EU 2011). It may be the case that (Swedish) 
farmers tend to avoid risky entrepreneurial behavior under all perceived levels of 
competitive intensity or simply when competitive intensity is high. An argument 
could be made that focusing solely on improving production orientation or market 
intelligence under intense competitive situations will not be enough to survive in the 
long run. Should future research establish such a connection, the challenge becomes 
how to educate and convince farmers on the need to take larger risks in the face 
of increased competitiveness when a general, low-risk effectuation type strategy, at 
least in Sweden, appears to have a higher pay-off.
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Limitations

Our model proposes that CI is an antecedent to managerial orientations, and 
LPO, EO and MO as antecedents to SP. However, the results in our model are, 
to an unknown extent, based on the measurements we retained and omitted. The 
items kept capture a fragment of the dynamic environment (CI) and reflect how 
farm managers in Sweden react to external factors. While we argue that we cap-
tured EO, the results may be difficult to compare with other studies that made use 
of all Covin and Slevin (1989) items or those that used semantic differential items 
to capture EO instead of Likert items. Our operationalization of LPO is focused 
on assembly-line systems and did not capture practices related to improving bio-
logical efficiency through e.g. input usage or technology. Arguably, this may have 
led to our results underrepresenting the relative importance of lean production as 
a response to competitive intensity and impact on performance. While produc-
tion agriculture is not exactly representative of an assembly line, decisions made 
at different points in the growing season can be sources of cumulative errors. As 
found by Deflorin and Scherrer-Rathje (2012) a mass producer benefits from a 
semi-standardized LPO protocol since this opens up for employees to solve prob-
lems as they arise in the operational process of work. For example, in agricul-
ture, loading a sprayer with the incorrect chemical can kill the crop rather than 
the weeds. In this instance, having lean systems in place where managers and 
employees check that it is the right chemical at the right rate in the right field at 
the right time might ensure that small mistakes do not become large mistakes.

Main contribution

Arguably, EO, MO and LPO all have an influence on competitiveness and may 
be approached independently or in combination by businesses trying to increase 
their competitiveness. Structural changes have created a necessity for farmers to 
take on trade-off decisions for their business. The main choice is to grow in size 
and, therefore, benefit from cost-efficiency, or to differentiate and as a result gain 
a deeper understanding of market mechanisms, what customers want and deliver 
greater value than competitors. In addition, structural change contributes to an 
increase in competitive intensity where fewer farm holdings compete with big-
ger units of produce, which makes it challenging for small farms to compete. 
Increased competition in a farming context can be understood as a race of cost-
efficiency where all farms produce the same quality, meaning there is always a 
risk for someone else, with different circumstances producing the same at a lower 
cost. To avoid this race to the bottom, farmers’ may consider alternative strategies 
such as MO that allow them to grow with the market rather than become a victim 
of structural change and rationalization or avoiding risky entrepreneurial endeav-
ors altogether that may expedite this process.
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3.2 Results from the scoping review  
As mentioned previously, the reasoning behind the post-scoping review 

was to reflect on the conceptualization, operationalization and positioning of 
the three papers in this thesis.  

Farmers strategic choice (or response) in paper I, were conceptualized 
using market orientation (MO), entrepreneurial orientation (EO), and LEAN 
production orientation (LPO), and operationalized to examine the difference 
between how farmers respond to competitive intensity, and how these 
responses affect farm outcomes. The scoping review shows that EO and MO 
are conceptualized as antecedents or independent variable (table 3) in 
agricultural research. For example,  Mirzaei et al. (2016) used EO and MO 
to examine market awareness and its effect on the amount of sales generated. 
Their findings show that EO and MO are important strategies as farmer 
moves outside traditional commodity sales, and becomes an important 
resource in the company, giving the ability to scan for opportunities and 
improve customer value. Modern markets challenge farmers to adopt to new 
practices in a changing market environment. Challenges call for actions, such 
action can be expressed by responding to innovation. Etriya et al. (2018) 
looked at farmer’s response during market transformation (e.g., when a 
market undergoes a shift from a traditional to a modern market). Their 
starting point was to investigate whether farmers respond to market 
transformation by adopting innovations, or if they participated in the 
development of new innovations. Etriya et al. (2018) found that farmers deal 
with market change through the adoption of innovation, rather than by 
generating new innovations themselves. They suggest that farmers embrace 
market change, evaluate tradeoffs (to adopt innovation or generate 
innovation) and adapt to stay in business. In line with this, Micheels and 
Boecker (2017) suggested that exploitation (making use of resources) actions 
are associated with lower risk than exploration (develop new knowledge), as 
exploitation implies that it is more beneficial to build business from existing 
innovation and resources.  

In small fruit farm holdings, Dias et al. (2021) found that being EO is 
related to positive financial performance. However, some problems were 
discovered in the operationalization of the model, which makes the results 
difficult to interpret. For example, the results present a larger amount of 
hypotheses than what is proposed (or, at least clearly pointed out) in their 
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conceptual model. Looking at the conceptual model by Dias et al. (2021), 
EO can be seen partly as a dependent variable, but can also be interpreted as 
a moderator. For example, the dependent variable (Alt 2) is not tested for in 
relation to the dependent variable (D1), although it is presented as a 
hypothesis in the results. Another aspect that can be addressed is how EO 
can be understood as an antecedent in the results, but this is not how the 
model itself is visualized.  

Proactiveness can also be an important factor for product innovation. Iza 
and Dentoni (2020) found proactiveness to be the most important EO-factor 
among coffee producers in Uganda. Interestingly, they found that the 
willingness to invest in product innovation to be higher among the more 
experienced farmers. This has some implications on the conceptual model. 
Iza and Dentoni (2020) visualize a model in which EO are presented as an 
antecedent, but there are no items conceptualizing EO as an independent 
construct per se. It is unclear how the model and hypothesis are related, thus 
makes an interpretation of the results a challenge.   

In contrast to Iza and Dentoni (2020), Micheels and Gow (2015) found 
that farmers with greater experience were less open to innovate. This is in 
the context of changing the farm's business model, which is prompted by a 
willingness to question the current approach and business model. Micheels 
and Gow (2015) also showed how learning is a more important trait than MO 
for increasing farm innovativeness and farm performance. Furthermore, 
Nybom et al. (2021) investigated farmers choice of strategic orientation 
when faced with competitive intensity. In this case, EO and MO were 
operationalized as independent variables in the conceptual model, and the 
findings showed that MO was perceived to have the higher payoff. Potential 
issues with the conceptual model operationalized in the article will be further 
discussed in detail in section 3.2.1.    

A similar pattern was found in the operationalization of EO in the 
systematic review of non-farm businesses by Montiel-Campos (2018). The 
individual dimensions, i.e. innovativeness, risk-taking and proactiveness are 
commonly used to measure EO, whereas Covin and Slevin (1989) 
conceptualized them together as representing strategic posture (the firms 
overall competitive orientation). In contemporary and dynamic competitive 
landscapes, farmers have to rethink their business model (Micheels and Gow, 
2015). 
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Table 3. Approaches for understanding the use of EO and MO in agricultural research. 

No. Model Author(s) and 
Year 

Variables 

1 

 

Mirzaei et al. 
(2016) 

EO: Uni, IP, CS 

 MO: Uni, NS 
A: 
Environmental 
Turbulence  
D1: New Product 
Sales 
D2: Number of 
Marketing 
Channels 

2 

 
 

Etriya et al. 
(2018) 

EO: Uni, CS 
Alt1: Innovation 
Adoption 
Alt2: Product 
Innovation 
Alt3: Innovation 
Generation 
D: Farm revenue 

3 

 
 

Micheels 
and Boecker 
(2017) 

EO: Uni, IPR, 
CS 

 MO: Uni, NS 
Alt1: Marketing 
Innovation 
D1: Expected 
Performance 
D2: Product 
Innovation 

5 

 
 

Iza and 
Dentoni 
(2020) 

EO: -  
D1: 
Innovativeness 
D2: 
Proactiveness 
D3: Intensions 
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4 

 

Dias et al. 
(2021) 

EO: Uni, IPR, 
CS 
Alt1: Marketing 
Capabilities 
Alt2: R&D 
Capabilities 
Alt 3: 
Environmental 
Sustainability 
Commitment 
D1: 
Environmental 
Performance 

D2: 
Financial 
Performance 

6 

 
 

Micheels and 
Gow (2015) 

MO: Uni, I, NS 
Alt1: Learning 
Alt2: 
Innovativeness 
D: Performance 

7 

 

(Nybom et 
al., 2021) 
(Paper I) 

EO: Uni, 
Conservative 
posture, CS 
MO: Uni, NS 
A: 
Environmental 
Turbulence 
Alt1: LEAN 
Production 
Orientation 
D: Subjective 
Performance 

Notes: EO = Entrepreneurial Orientation; MO = Market Orientation; Alt = Alternative 
Variable; D = Dependent Variable; Uni = Unidimensional Scale; I = Innovativeness; P = 
Proactiveness; Risk-taking; NS = Based on Narver and Slater (1990); CS = Based on 
Covin and Slevin (1989)  
 
 

However, in a search to define the term business model, Shafer, Smith 
and Linder (2005) found a variation of the term with varying interpretations. 
Their mapping (12 definitions, 42 different business model components, and 
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four overarching categories) shows a great uncertainty among business 
owners and managers of how a business model is conceptualized, let alone 
which parts should be included to constitute a business model. This leaves 
the farmer to create a business model for their company themselves, due to 
the lack of clear frameworks for what a business model can look like, or how 
it is used in a business’ strategic work. 

The findings from the scoping review show how the questions 
representing EO and MO, to a considerable extent are adopted from Covin 
and Slevin (1989) and Narver and Slater (1990), see table 3. This introduces 
a potential bias as it generates an expectation of the results. Smith and Noble 
(2014) showed how the various parts of each research study can be 
influenced by bias. Bias can arise in the data analysis, where the researcher 
searches for data that confirms their hypotheses or personal beliefs, thereby 
overlooking data that does not confirm the same (Smith and Noble, 2014). 
Findings in the scoping review points to this source of bias in the diverse use 
of measurements.  

Furthermore, within the papers in the scoping review, a pragmatic 
reasoning is lacking concerning what it means to use different scales, how 
this affects results, and the conclusions made. For example, when using a 
sematic-differential scale, the aim is to obtain the respondents emotional 
reaction or feelings, i.e. the extent to which something is acceptable/not 
acceptable to them (Friborg et al., 2006).This is different from using a Likert 
scale, which provides information on how respondents agree or disagree on 
a particular statement. The choice of using different measuring scales 
produce different outcomes, and it is therefore important for the researcher 
to keep this in mind, both throughout the research journey and when 
analyzing and comparing previous research outcomes. The findings from the 
scoping review and how EO and MO have been operationalized (table 4).  

In factor analysis, when the analysis has a conceptual basis, the number 
of factors can be reduced and divided into groups which represent different 
constructs (Hair et al., 2014). If a factor cross-loads with another concept it 
is removed. The choice of which factors to group together is depends on how 
respondents answered questions in the survey. If different items represent a 
construct (e.g. EO), may change the meaning of the construct (i.e. face 
validity). It can also mean that even though the questions or statements in a 
survey have the same source, the final construct representing EO/MO in the 
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model can consist of a varying arrangement of items. Thus, this makes every 
model unique, while also creating limitations in making generalizations of 
the results. 

 
Table 4. Summary of findings from the scoping review and operalization of EO and MO. 

Author n Scale Analysis Key findings 
Mirzaei et al. 
(2016) 

400 7-point  
Likert  
scale 

PLS-
SEM 

Farms that are EO/MO 
are more likely to adopt 
new products/services 
using multiple marketing 
channels. 

Etriya et al. 
(2018) 

268 7-point 
semantic-
differential scale 
and 7-point 
Likert scale 

PLS-
SEM 

EO is predicted by 
farmer’s level of 
proactiveness.  

Micheels and 
Boecker 
(2017) 

405 + 
126 

 SEM MO and EO are 
important factors in 
determining rates of 
product and marketing 
innovations among farm-
based agribusinesses. 

Dias et al. 
(2021) 

160 5-point Likert 
scale, and 9-
point semantic-
differential scale 

SEM EO generates a 
significant and positive 
impact on financial 
performance.  

Iza and 
Dentoni 
(2020) 

152 5-point 
 Likert  
scale 

CFA Proactiveness 
significantly drives 
farmer’s product 
innovation, and 
innovativeness hampers 
MO.  
 

Micheels and 
Gow (2015) 

347 6-point 
 Likert  
scale 

SEM MO firms are more 
innovative and more 
satisfied with 
performance.  
 

Nybom et al. 
(2021) 

388 7-point  
Likert  
scale 

SEM Perceptions of increased 
competitive intensity 
increases farmers MO, 
LPO, but not EO.  

n = sample size    
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Furthermore, when using SEM in order to capture how well the 
theoretical constructs relate to one another (Hair et al. 2014), it is suggested 
that “… four to five items per construct may be optimal in terms of the 
tradeoffs between reliability and model fit” (McQuitty and Wolf, 2013; p. 
62). Single-item measure can be used, but “a single-item measure can create 
identification problems in SEM models” (Hair et al. 2014; p. 649), and 
therefore relies on the researcher’s best judgement (ibid.). In turn, the 
grounds on which a conclusion is based must be questioned. Is it through 
looking at the measures from a factor analysis and discussing of the 
implications of the remaining item loading in the same dimension, or are 
conclusions drawn from our own beliefs about what a concept means. With 
this in mind, while each study cannot be relied upon, together they provide 
meaningful evidence. 

3.2.1 Reflection on assumptions in paper I 
In this subsection, some examples of the assumptions that have been 

made in paper I will be highlighted and brought into a reflective discussion 
about what significance they may have.  

In paper I, it is assumed that Swedish farmers are outcompeted by more 
efficient competitors and, in order to thrive, it is suggested that Swedish 
farmers have to increase productivity. Given this general frame, whether the 
assumptions are valid and if the assumptions correspond with the survey 
questions may be a point of discussion. The farmers’ response is 
conceptualized as “strategic orientations”, or “strategic response”, and is 
explained as follows: 

“Porter (2008, 1991, 1985) described two main methods of improving 
performance. When faced with increased competition, Porter suggested 
that firms could either become more efficient or they could endeavor to 
differentiate their production to potentially earn higher prices for their 
production” (Nybom et al., 2021; p. 77).  

Paper I examines how CI affects the farmer's strategic choices - “how 
perceptions of competitive intensity influence different strategic orientations 
and how they in turn affect firm performance” (Nybom et al. 2021; p. 74). 
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These orientations (Lean production, entrepreneurial, and market 
orientation) become representatives of strategies to improve performance.  

Aside from generalizations, Davis (1971) suggests researchers use 
evaluative propositions to make research more interesting—i.e. to deny 
certain assumptions of their audience. In this context, the evaluation 
contributes a challenge to the general assessment of something in contrast to 
the theorists’ assessment. For example, Jaworski and Kohli (1993) put 
forward one reflection in their introduction that, if properly evaluated at the 
time, would have qualified as an evaluative proposition in paper I: 

“Furthermore, this research empirically addresses the issue of whether 
all businesses should focus on a market orientation. This is an important 
consideration, because devoting resources to develop a market 
orientation potentially may be wasteful if the orientation does not lead 
to higher performance in certain business environments, such as those 
with low competitive intensity” (Jaworski and Kohli, 1993; p. 54).  

This paragraph proposes that, despite any other underlying assumptions, 
MO may not always have the potential to increase performance or 
competitiveness, especially if the market in itself fails to contain essential 
elements, such as strong competition. Furthermore, the proposition opens up 
a different approach, one which is less about why/why not or if the farmer 
chooses to engage in market orientation, but rather if it is suitable for that 
particular farm to act in terms of market orientation. Is market orientation in 
the farmers’ best interest, or is it a construction by market forces, pushing 
farmers to rationalize and be more effective? Levins and Cochrane (1996) 
argue that "Early adopters make profits for a short while because of their 
lower unit production costs. As more farmers adopt the technology, however, 
production goes up, prices go down, and profits are no longer possible even 
with the lower product costs” (p. 550). In addition, many farmers operate in 
an oligopoly system and their opportunities to act vary depending on the 
farmers’ production orientation. Crop farmers have the possibility of storing 
and selling batches of their grain at times when prices rise, but milk, meat, 
and egg farmers are often tied to contracts that, in many cases, are fixed for 
many years, and can be complicated and expensive to terminate.  
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Looking at how the entrepreneurial character is presented, the first 
assumption is that it involves a competitive mindset, compared to a more risk 
averse conservative mindset. The underlying assumption, therefore, becomes 
that the firm owner is either entrepreneurial or not, based on their level of 
risk-taking. However, being entrepreneurial, as defined by Covin and Slevin, 
(1989), may not always be beneficial to the firm: 

“In benign environments, on the other hand, the relationship between an 
entrepreneurial strategic posture and small firm performance may be 
much weaker and possibly negative” (Covin and Slevin, 1989; p. 77).  

The assumptions around EO and the questions in the survey lacks a 
certain logic when re-visiting the survey. Covin and Slevin (1989) assumed 
that management has an either/or relationship to entrepreneurial orientation. 
The questions used in the survey by Nybom et al. (2021) are mainly based 
on a conservative posture, and therefore the conclusion that farmers are not 
entrepreneurially orientated in a situation in which competitive intensity 
increases, may be incorrect. Looking more closely at the items used in the 
analysis shows that farmers do not seem to turn to a more conservative 
orientation, making it difficult to make generalizations about farmers' EO 
from the results. Despite this, conclusions are made that do not fully agree 
with the results: 

“On the contrary, the effect we found for EO suggests that taking large 
risks, being competitively aggressive, and ignoring caution is negatively 
related to performance” (Nybom et al., 2021; p. 15) 

The intention was to measure entrepreneurial orientation, but the items 
used in the analysis may reflect a conservative orientation, making the 
conclusions around EO incorrect.  

Lean production orientation was used to represent efficiency, based on 
assumptions by Karlsson and Åhlström (1996), who view Lean production 
as a process: 
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“We need a way to measure progress made in an effort to become 
LEAN. The choice of the word “progress” is important, since LEAN 
can be seen as an intended direction, not as a state or as an answer to a 
specific problem.” (Karlsson and Åhlström, 1996; p. 24).  

Given this, the assumption is that Lean production is an intended 
direction. The term intended is a vague statement of what something is 
assumed to be, and refers to something you want to happen, or a desired state 
of mind. Karlsson and Åhlström (1996) state that Lean production is not an 
answer to a specific problem and is instead a philosophy and guiding 
principle for behavior. However, this is in contrast to Nybom et al. (2021), 
who make the assumption that lean production is about efficiency and a 
determinant of subjective performance, given that efficiency is understood 
as achieving a goal with minimal waste. The shift in interpretation of lean 
production is demonstrated as follows: 

“Internal innovation practices are another means to increase efficiency. 
This follows the work by Karlsson and Åhlström (1996) who define lean 
production systems along a variety of practices aimed at improving 
production efficiency” (Nybom et al., 2021; p. 5).  

A shift now seems to be taking place, lean orientation has transformed 
from a philosophy into something concrete. Therefore, any generalization 
and conclusion drawn from the results in paper I becomes different when 
based on the assumption that lean production will lead to efficiency. This is 
likewise expressed in the discussion where the assumption is more precise 
and targets routines and employees: 

“Therefore, well-developed routines (i.e. lean production routines) 
should minimize the risk of mistakes by employees and thereby improve 
efficiency” (Nybom et al., 2021; p. 15).  

It is of course possible to analyze many more assumptions. However, this 
short overview shows that concepts can easily change meaning and be 
interpreted in many different ways. Therefore, the question of both reliability 
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and validity are impacted in ways often overlooked by the researcher. The 
aim of the thesis is not to analyze each article in microscopic detail, but 
raising these questions may be instructive when analyzing both others' and 
one's own articles. It raises both questions and provide insights into 
improving the academic craftsmanship. 

3.2.2 Self-reflection on paper I 
In this section, I will, through self-reflection, evaluate my thoughts on 

paper I, while also demonstrating how the doctoral journey contributed to 
the learning process.  

In paper I, the framework developed by Covin and Slevin (1989) was used 
because at the time of writing it seemed to have the greatest impact in the 
field of EO (as evidenced by citation count) and because it was widely 
adopted across disciplines and empirical contexts (see Montiel-Campos, 
2018). Similarly, the questions on MO (taken from Jaworski and Kohli, 
1993) were selected for the same reasons. The ways in which Covin and 
Slevin (1989) was adopted in paper I meant that EO as a construct reflected 
a conservative posture and the data collected on farmers captured risk-averse 
behaviors. In hindsight, I believe it was a mistake not to also include 
statements on risk-taking. By not including these questions, I could not, for 
example, analyze whether the sample groups were risk takers or risk adverse. 
Meaning that it was not possible to understand whether the results showed a 
lack of risk aversion (the results showed a negative relationship on EO), or 
if it meant that they took calculated risks in their strategic choice when faced 
with competitive intensity. Ultimately, this may have limited the reliability, 
and hence the validity of the findings.  

Moreover, the survey used in paper I lacked several important control 
variables: for example, it could have been useful to know if the respondents 
were specialized producers selling in bulk to large market actors (e.g. 
Lantmännen, Arla, Svenska Foder), or if they were diversified and targeted 
small scale, value-added products directly to consumers (e.g. through a farm 
shop, farmers market, online shop). This was something that the peer 
reviewers asked for in the process of publishing. For example, a comment 
from one reviewer said: 
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“It would be interesting to see if there are any differences in the results 
based on the form of farming”.  

In the process of creating the survey the choice was made to use the same 
measurements as Statistics Sweden (2019). Unfortunately, the measures 
developed by Statistics Sweden (and used in the survey) made a comparative 
analysis problematic. The approach left the respondents with too many 
choices – namely 17 different primary production types. The core problem 
was that most respondents seemed to carry out a number of types of 
production and therefore questions about, for example, the units of livestock, 
pigs, etc., did not work as intended since the respondents listed multiple 
options. This made it problematic to use, for example, when comparing 
groups. Consequently, the choice of borrowing the measurements made 
logical grouping of farmers difficult.  

Looking to operationalization decisions, there are several issues that can 
be discussed, I will here address a couple of examples. I now question the 
relevance of some of the questions for agricultural companies. To exemplify, 
here is one MO-statement used in the survey: 

“People on our farm share information concerning competitor's 
activities.” 

If I think of myself about 15 years ago when still working on a farm, I 
would not have known how to respond to this question. What does it actually 
mean in the context of farming? The same issue relates to several of the 
questions which are not adjusted to fit a farming context, meaning the 
reliability of the questions suffers. How do I as a researcher know how the 
question was understood by the respondent?  

Furthermore, something I overlooked until recently is how different 
conceptualizations of EO affect what is being measured. For example, Covin 
and Wales (2012) analyzed the measurement of EO and proposed that 
Lumpkin and Dess (1996) conceptualized EO in terms of something you look 
for (domain-focused), whereas Miller (1983) conceptualized in terms of 
what EO looks like (phenomenon-focused). Different assumptions expose 
issues that should have been taken into account when, for example, the EO 
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measurements by Covin and Slevin (1989) were used in the questionnaire. 
Covin and Wales (2012) addressed the question of how the measurements 
(risk taking, innovativeness, and proactiveness) have different nominal 
meaning and therefore “… the individual items of the measure are likely to 
have different antecedents and consequences (Covin and Wales, 2012; p. 
691). Despite this, the scale works as a manifestation of entrepreneurship. 
Covin and Wales (2012) implied that, in order measure if someone is 
entrepreneurial, the three measurements should be captured separately, and 
the respondent should score high on each. In retrospect, I believe this was 
overlooked, and by measuring the three categories separately I could have 
built a stronger contribution around how entrepreneurial the sample of 
farmers were and how this could have affected their strategic choice.   

Finally, I have come to appreciate the limitations surrounding the LPO 
construct used. The questions mostly relate to the company's employees, and 
less so to what is typically measured in Lean. Thus, even if the LPO construct 
reliably captures what I’ve labelled “Lean Production Orientation”, it is fair 
to question the content validity. Reflecting on this now, the statements are 
related to Lean’s human resource system, which, according to Hardcopf et 
al. (2021) relates to managing the production process, focusing on 
improvement and coordinating decision making across the organization. 
Later, I found measures for Lean production, those of Shah and Ward (2007) 
for example, using 10 statements to capture the Lean concept, which could 
have been adopted to more accurately measure Lean in a farming context. If 
I could do it again, I would spend more time “cherry-picking” questions from 
different research to develop a questionnaire which is better suited to the 
target group I want to investigate. Also, being more careful in the choice of 
questions and what they actually mean and how this could affect the outcome 
and result of the data would have been useful. One example of this can be 
seen in the work of Matsuno et al. (2002), who were careful not to take a 
“battery” of questions from a published paper, instead using a validated 
MARKOR scale by Jaworski and Kohli (1993) and including additional (and 
previously validated) measures into their model. After running confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA) on the new model, Matsuno et al. (2022) concluded 
that the added measures improved the initial (MARKOR) model.   

Further, I chose to use structural equation modelling (SEM). The main 
reason for this was to test for multiple relationships between several 



78 

independent and dependent variables simultaneously (Nunkoo and 
Ramkissoon, 2012). For example, Gefen et al. (2000) ran three different 
analyses with the same dataset and concluded that the outcome from analysis 
and “… the resulting set of supported hypotheses in the model may be more 
or less credible because of underlying data distribution assumptions and the 
analysis methods employed” (p. 47).  

3.2.3 Avenues for future research related to paper I 
The review shows that the model operationalized in paper I has not been 

explored before. The conceptual model contributes insight into how farmers 
act when faced with competitive intensity. The findings and the conceptual 
model create an image of the farmer’s responses, and the perceived tradeoffs 
that come with these responses. The reflection on assumptions shows the 
considerations which need to take place before including questions into a 
survey. For example, in the section on assumptions, it appeared that only part 
of the concept of LPO had been embraced and therefore taken on a different 
meaning (and thus the interpretation of the result will be different). The 
scoping review showed that farmers evaluate potential tradeoffs between 
efficient production, potential return and market demand. Rationalization 
and structural change have forced farmers to change their skillset, and, as 
suggested in paper I, the low tradeoff from LPO may well be a result from 
decades of increasing efficiency, where the tradeoff is perceived as low. An 
important part of efficiency is digitalization, which is in constant 
development and is a growing part of farm production (Bacco et al., 2019). 
To further investigate farmer’s response and perceived tradeoffs, farmer’s 
response to digitalization should be further explored. Divided into groups 
(e.g. dairy, meat, crops) the model could control for differences between 
groups and their perceived benefits from digitalization 
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Chapter 4 starts with a brief background providing the story behind paper 
II. This is followed by paper II, the scoping review, self-reflection on 
assumptions and on the process of paper II, and avenues for future research.  

4.1 Paper II. Farmers that engage in entrepreneurship 
for the “wrong” reason and the moderating role of 
cultural intolerance. 

The paper is a part of a larger project funded by the Kamprad Family 
Foundation which looked closely at entrepreneurial failure. The idea behind 
this paper was to investigate the presence of Jante (the law of Jante) in a 
sample of agricultural students who would in the near future take on jobs as 
a farm advisor. Jante refers to a Scandinavian mentality (Sweden, Norway 
Denmark and Finland) and the idea it that one should “never try to be more, 
try to be different, or consider oneself more valuable than other people” 
(Cappelen and Dahlberg, 2018). These advisory roles would lead them to 
influence many farmers. The aim of the study was to test for the presence of 
Jante and examine whether it inhibits individuals to pursue entrepreneurial 
activities.  

Partial results from this research have been presented at the IFAMA 2020 
CONFERENCE. Paper II received an unexpected amount of attention in the 
media, with article titles like “Jante directs the advice to farmers” (Land 
Lantbruk, April 2020); “Farm entrepreneurs affected by the Law of Jante - 
is it shameful to fail?” (Press release SLU, March 2020; Örebronyheter 
03/20); “The Law of Jante is a barrier to innovation in agriculture” 
(Kvalitetsmagasinet, 03/2020; and Extrakt, 03/2020); “Researchers: The 
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Law of Jante inhibits innovation in agriculture” (Landets Fria, 03/2020); and 
“Research on Jante” (Webb-TV Lantbruksnytt, 2020-03-18).  

There was an immediate response to this article. Although, it is 
encouraging to get attention, further research is needed to construct a robust 
model that is tested in different contexts to ensure validity and reliability. 
Paper II was limited to examining how a person giving advice is affected by 
their own Janteness.  
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Abstract
In the agricultural sector, the Law of Jante—a Scandinavian form of cultural intolerance towards standing out, being dif-

ferent and overachieving (akin to the Tall Poppy Syndrome and The nail that sticks out gets hammered down culture found in

other countries)—may play an important role by influencing when entrepreneurship is an acceptable strategic choice to

adversity. Based on a three group, between-subjects experiment of 122 Swedish university students studying agricultural

and rural management, we tested whether the advice our participants gave to a fictitious farmer to pursue entrepreneur-

ial activity depended on information regarding the farmer’s motivation to pursue entrepreneurship (experimental treat-

ments included motivation scenarios based on necessity vs. opportunity driven vs. control). Moreover, we test whether

entrepreneurial advice is moderated by the participants own “Jante-ness”. Unexpectedly, we found that our participants

did not adapt the entrepreneurship advice they give to the situational context, nor does Jante play a moderating role;

instead we found that Jante had a significant and negative main effect on the entrepreneurial advice given. This finding

suggests that Jante is still very much alive and may play an important role in explaining relatively low rates of innovation

and entrepreneurship in (Swedish) agriculture.

Keywords
Agriculture, Context, Entrepreneurship, Jante, Motivation, Tall Poppy Syndrome

Introduction
Structural changes in Western agriculture have seen the
average farm size increase and the number of farms
decrease. This has led to rationalization, or a rapid decline
in midsized, often family-farms that are too small to
compete on costs and too large or commoditized to
compete in niche markets (Kirschenmann et al., 2008). In
light of these trends, agricultural entrepreneurship can be
seen as a means to improve farmer livelihoods and contrib-
ute to economic growth (De Lauwere, 2005; Dias et al.,

2019). For example, in Europe, teaching farmers’ entrepre-
neurial skills and instilling a stronger entrepreneurial orien-
tation has been suggested as a way to counter problems of
rationalization and structural change (Mikko Vesala et al.,
2007). In fact, the European Union has spent billions of
Euros promoting entrepreneurship in rural communities
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(EC, 2012). Despite these efforts, there are indications from
the community innovation survey that entrepreneurial
activity in the form of product and service innovation is
still significantly lower in the agricultural sector than soci-
etal averages (see e.g. Estadistica, 2020; Klaesson et al.,
2019).

Entrepreneurial activity is one of a range of options avail-
able to farmers who are searching for improved performance.
Scholars have known for some time that context affects the
rate and type of entrepreneurship (Welter, 2011) and one par-
ticularly salient aspect is the social context. For example, indi-
viduals surrounded by family and friends who actively
encourage entrepreneurship are more likely to pursue entrepre-
neurial activity (Davidsson and Honig, 2003; Elfring et al.,
2021). However, social norms and social cohesion may
cause farmers to be informally bound by traditions (i.e. cul-
tural rules) that span generations, locking them into acceptable
ways of doing things.While farmers have been shown to place
their own boundaries on acceptable opportunities in agricul-
ture (i.e. the concept Room for Manoeuvre by Methorst
et al. (2017)), cultural norms may make these informal rules
more rigid. This may result in an opportunity set that is
focussed on production/production flexibility or stability, as
was shown by McLeay et al. (1996). Since entrepreneurship
tends to be about newness, incumbent firms operating
within cultures characterized by strong cultural cohesion and
social embeddedness could have inhibitory effects on entre-
preneurial intentions and behaviour (McElwee, 2006).

While social capital and cultural ties have been shown to
increase performance of firms (Elfring et al., 2021;
Pérez-Luño et al., 2011), high levels of social cohesion and
strong ties to one’s community may also inhibit decision auton-
omy and new business creation (Klyver and Arenius, 2020; Li
et al., 2013). As Fromhold-Eisebith (2004: p. 752) states:
“Social capital additionally creates obligations and expectations
among the actors belonging to a group. It implements social
norms, often constraints of activity, and changes structures of
competition.” One culture that has been used in the past to
describe Scandinavians and is believed to inhibit entrepreneur-
ship is “Jante”. Jante, or “The Law of Jante” is an informal code
of conduct that rewards conformity to the group and punishes
individual achievement (Cappelen and Dahlberg, 2018; Smith
et al., 2003). While some argue that Jante no longer has the
social control it once had on entrepreneurs (Hayton et al.,
2002), there is evidence in some sections of society and
under certain conditions, such as in governing acceptable
ways of turning profits among farmers that it still exerts influ-
ence (Stenholm and Hytti, 2014). Similar cultures to Jante are
found around the world. For example, in New Zealand there
is “Tall Poppy Syndrome” that has been used to explain why
entrepreneurs risk ostracization for high achievements and
actively manage impressions of their success by “staying
under the radar”, not telling others they owned a business,
and concealing their wealth (Kirkwood, 2007). In Jante type
cultures it may be the case that, for instance, farmers are less

likely to pursue more ambitious and innovative growth
options when they are seen as illegitimate within local
customs (Capelleras et al., 2019). In addition, it may be that
what is seen as legitimate in terms of opportunity seeking
depends on if the entrepreneurial activity is being pursued out
of necessity or due to the identification and response to a per-
ceived opportunity for profit (Hechavarria and Reynolds, 2009).

The purpose of this article is to examine how adherence
to Jante affects the nature of advice given to farmers. Using
a randomized three-group, between-subjects experimental
design and a sample of 122 agricultural students, we test
whether the level of Jante-ness affects the entrepreneurial
advice given. In our experimental design, we also
examine whether Jante-ness moderates the relationship
between entrepreneurial motivation (due to necessity vs.
opportunity vs. no information) and acceptance of entrepre-
neurship (as measured by entrepreneurial advice).

This paper contributes to the literature in several ways.
Prior work has suggested that within the agricultural
context, there may be a desire for farmers to encourage
others in their network to adhere to cultural norms
(Bourdieu, 1985). This is important for agriculture as it has
been shown that in the context of farming, social capital is
an instrumental asset (Lin et al., 2001) that includes being
able to borrow equipment or asking a neighbour for technical
advice in planting, while also being a source for new ideas
through the connection to local institutions (Micheels and
Nolan, 2016). While Jante and similar cultural constraints
have been explored in previous entrepreneurship studies,
they have either been qualitative in nature, which limited the
generalizability of findings (Borch et al., 2008), or were
done in contexts outside of agriculture where Jante did not
show an effect, thereby limiting the relevance of findings for
the agricultural sector (Davidsson and Wiklund, 1997).

Our findings show that, across all treatment scenarios,
differences in motivation on the part of the entrepreneur
do not influence the nature of advice given by the partici-
pants in the study. In addition, we do not find any interac-
tion effects between the type of motivation and level of
Jante on the advice given. Perhaps unexpectedly, our
results show that Rural and Agricultural Management stu-
dents were in favour of giving entrepreneurial advice
under all scenarios, however, this advice significantly
declined as their level of Jante-ness increased. In particular,
our results show that as the Jante-ness of the students
increased, their advice in the areas of innovation, new
types of production and product diversification decreased.

Theory and Hypothesis Development
Necessity versus opportunity based
entrepreneurship
Entrepreneurship is often characterized by “activity in new
markets, process and or products” (Ahmad and Seymour,
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2008: 12); entrepreneurship occurs through these activities
when new value offerings are created that drive the market
process (Davidsson, 2004; Kirzner, 1973). The field of
entrepreneurship is (among other things) interested in opportu-
nity exploitation and understanding “why opportunities for the
creation of goods and services come into existence” (Shane
and Venkataraman, 2000: 218). Answers to this fundamental
question are highly dependent on context (Hytti et al., 2018;
Welter, 2011; Welter et al., 2019).

Entrepreneurship scholars distinguish between two types
of motivations that promote entrepreneurship: necessity-
based and opportunity-driven (Dencker et al., 2019). In
this framework, necessity-based entrepreneurship is charac-
terized by entrepreneurs starting new firms due to a lack of
employment alternatives and survival. Conversely,
opportunity-based entrepreneurship stems from the imagin-
ation and judgment of the entrepreneur who sees an oppor-
tunity that could be exploited. Although, this frame is
generally applied to understand start-up activities, we
suggest the framework is also applicable when trying to
understand how entrepreneurial activities in existing busi-
ness are motivated. Indeed, Hunter et al. (2021) discovered
that necessity driven entrepreneurship also occurs when
current business owners fear imminent failure: as the fear
of failure in the current business increases, intentions
towards entrepreneurial activity increases significantly.
Similarly, opportunity-based entrepreneurship could also
be a diversification strategy for firms that have available
managerial and financial resources on which to draw
upon in the search for growth (Levinthal and March,
1993; Morris et al., 2017; Penrose, 1959).

In the agricultural context, the motivation to engage
entrepreneurial activity is not only about growth and
profit maximization—it is also about survival, stewardship
and achieving personal goals (Fitz-Koch et al., 2017).
Investigating entrepreneurial motivations (ability, neces-
sity, opportunity) in Swedish SMEs, Davidsson (1991)
found that need was the best predictor of growth.
Davidsson (1991) reasoned that growth stops in current
firms when owners become “satiated” and therefore
lacked the motivation to continue growth. This is similar
to the ideas of Levinthal and March (1993) where search
for new opportunities only occurs when performance falls
below some threshold. Consequently, motivation is an
important antecedent of (continued) entrepreneurial activity
in the agricultural context and, whether based on necessity
or opportunity, it explains why some, but not other oppor-
tunities come into existence. The findings by Davidsson
(1991) may also suggest that, at least in the context of
Swedish SMEs, the reasons to engage in entrepreneurial
activity have more to do with necessity or needs than it
does with profit maximization and growth. If true, this is
surprising as the narrative surrounding entrepreneurship is
stories of entrepreneurs who took risks to become richer
and create new economic activity—this is in stark contrast

to the picture of a satisficing entrepreneur who engages in
entrepreneurship only to survive, pass on their business to
the next generation, or earn just enough to be happy.
Speculating further, there are at least two complimentary
explanations for why necessity rather than opportunity
should motivate entrepreneurship. Risk aversion would
explain why once the entrepreneur’s needs are met, the
motivation to continue taking entrepreneurial risks
subside; conversely, for current business owners, the moti-
vation to start new entrepreneurial activity may be related to
loss aversion and driven more by need or necessity (e.g.
earn enough to survive) than it will be driven by opportu-
nity (e.g. earn more than enough to survive). Based on
this we hypothesize that:

When an individual’s motivation to engage in entre-
preneurial activity is based on necessity, advice
givers will be more likely to promote entrepreneurial
activity than if the motivation was based on opportu-
nity (H1a) or when no information about motivation
is given (H1b).

However, explaining differences in entrepreneurial
motivation leaves much to be desired when examined in
context. Without context, we must assume that loss and
risk aversion are equally distributed in the population.
Within context, we can explore and control for cultural ele-
ments that may influence how individuals view risk and loss
and under what motivational conditions they are acceptable.
In the next section, we introduce The Law of Jante and the-
orize how it influences engagement in entrepreneurial
activity.

The Law of Jante and when motivation
to become an entrepreneur is acceptable
The Law of Jante (Jante) refers to a widespread Nordic
(Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland and Iceland) mental-
ity that “one should never try to be more, try to be different,
or consider oneself more valuable than other people
(Cappelen and Dahlberg, 2018: 419). Robinowitz and
Carr (2011) view Jante as a “cultural millstone” in
Scandinavia that subtly enforces prescriptions and proscrip-
tions (Scott, 2016: 16) for moderation and humility in
behaviour (Kaminsky, 2007; Scott, 2016: 16). In writing
about Jante for the first time, Sandemose (1934) laid out
ten laws of Jante that included You’re not to think you
are anything special; You’re not to imagine yourself
better than we are; You’re not to think you know more
than we do and You’re not to think you are more important
than we are. Although Sandemose (1934) was writing a
satirical book about the Danish town of Jante (where every-
one knew everyone), he later explained that Jante was not
restricted to any town or country.
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The law of Jante is considered a mindset that is passed
down by generations where each generation acts as agents
through socialization (Ahlness, 2014). Looking into
Norwegian literature, Ahlness (2014) found that children
are exposed to the Jante mindset early on through children’s
books where Janteness is conveyed as anti-individualistic
(Ahlness, 2014) as opposed to loyalty towards a community
(Rahm et al., 2019). Björklund (2018) found that the Jante
mindset affects how farm entrepreneurs avoid sharing their
success stories with other farmers. In this respect Jante may
negatively affect social capital by suppressing information
and stifling opportunity recognition (Lin et al., 2001). The
mindset of Jante is also present in the Swedish and
Finnish educational system where adherence may lead to
reputational advantages and expressive actions that
improve life satisfaction (Lund, 2020). However,
Wolfensberger (2015) argues that it inhibits gifted students
from excelling.

Researchers have noticed similarities to Jante in other cul-
tures: Australians and New Zealanders’ have the Tall Poppy
Syndrome and some Asian cultures revere the proverb “The
nail that sticks out gets hammered down” (Klyver et al.,
2011; Klyver and Bager, 2012). The Tall Poppy Syndrome
refers to conspicuously successful individuals whose distinc-
tion attracts envy and hostility and who need to be cut down
to size (Mouly and Sankaran, 2000). Similarly, the nail that
gets hammered down may be used as a metaphor to remind
individuals that the success of the collective is what matters,
while individual success will be punished (Grossman and
Taylor, 1995). This fits with previous research showing
that deviating from the group and its prevailing norms can
undermine group cohesion and be perceived as violating
group identity (Klyver et al., 2011; Portes, 1998). The
common denominator across these cultures seems to be a
negative (perceived) social consequence that awaits indivi-
duals who do things differently, stand out from the group,
or try to be better than the group.

As we defined earlier, entrepreneurship is about newness
through innovation, diversification and product develop-
ment. Because newness implies being different, it would
seem that entrepreneurship runs afoul of cultures where
Jante is deeply embedded—arguably even more so when
cultural norms shun individual success. It is through this
lens that the findings by Davidsson (1991) showing that
SMEs are more motivated by need than opportunity begin
to take on new meaning. In New Zealand, there is evidence
that entrepreneurs purposefully stay under the radar and
avoid telling people about their business and success to
avoid a negative public reaction—even limiting their
growth to avoid attention (Kirkwood, 2007). In Sweden,
one study found that equality (egalitarianism) predicted
entrepreneurial intentions (Theis, 2014). Although there is
a paucity of studies specifically looking at correlations
between Jante and entrepreneurship, the current literature
suggests that the relationship is negative.

Entrepreneurial advice
Social relationships are an important source of entrepre-
neurial advice and motivation. In the Middle East,
Bastian and Tucci (2017) found that entrepreneurs draw
on advice during all stages of the venture—however
advice is most relied upon during the pre-startup phase
(e.g. idea generation and opportunity recognition). Using
a large Swedish sample, Davidsson and Honig (2003)
found social capital “to be (a) very strong” predictor of
engaging in nascent entrepreneurship and that receiving
active encouragement from family and friends is an import-
ant element of this dynamic (p. 302). Cooke and Wills
(1999) note that embeddedness is an important component
of social capital, and as such may play an important role in
the relationship between social capital and innovative activ-
ities. Citing the work of Granovetter (1985), Cooke and
Wills (1999) suggest that strong ties can inhibit economic
development. Particularly within cultures where ‘sticking
out’ is viewed unfavourably, strong ties to local communi-
ties or to local customs may lead to fewer entrepreneurial
activities that are less innovative than might otherwise be
observed. While valuable in some aspects, these strong per-
sonal ties to networks and customs may give the firm less
room to manoeuver in terms of entrepreneurial activity,
unless the individual explores a wider network where
advice givers are not bound by local customs (Klyver and
Arenius, 2020; Methorst et al., 2017).

While it has been argued that rural firms have less
access to high-quality business advice compared to
their urban counterparts due to lacking competition
(Martin et al., 2013), there is little in the way of evidence
to draw upon regarding whether the advice they receive
from advisory services is ignored. We assume therefore
that advice from family, friends, and advisors is an
important influence on decisions to engage in entrepre-
neurial activity (Sanchez-Famoso et al., 2019). With
this assumption made, we offer our final hypothesis
which builds on hypothesis 1a and 1b (conceptual
model, Figure 1):

When an individual is motivated to engage in entre-
preneurship for reasons other than necessity,
greater levels of Jante in the advice giver will mod-
erate (negatively) the entrepreneurial advice given
(H2).

Methods
Participants
The participants for this study were all students at the
Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences studying
BSc Agricultural and Rural Management (in Swedish
Lantmästare). The programme is a three-year, multidisci-
plinary programme that includes courses in production
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management, natural science (e.g. chemistry and biology)
and business administration (e.g. marketing, accounting,
finance, and strategy). Roughly half of the students in this
programme are from southern parts of Sweden. Cohort
size each year is around 50, therefore approximately 150
Farm Management students are in the programme at any
particular time. The minimum requirement to study in this
programme is at least two years’ experience working on
or with a farm. As a result, students tend to be a couple
of years older than the typical university student. Most of
them come from the countryside, having grown up on a
farm and attended high schools related to farm studies.
All of the students in the programme have Swedish as
their first language and with only a few exceptions, all of
them identify as being ethnic Swedish. Upon completion
of their degree in farm management, these students have
typically either returned to work on their family farm, or
gone into positions as farm advisors, sales representatives,
or working with governmental organizations. Taken
together, the cohort of students that participated in this
study have had considerable exposure to Swedish agricul-
ture and arguably are very similar regarding cultural
values related to farming and agriculture.

Procedure
A three-group, randomized, between subjects experimental
design was used to test the hypotheses in this study. To
begin, all participants were required to read the following
scenario:

Last year Johan took over the family farm from his
parents, becoming the fourth generation to work the
farm. Over the years, the farm, more or less, produced
and sold the same products—mostly cereals and grains.
The size of the farm has remained unchanged over the
years ranging from 0 to 2 employees excluding family.

Following this information, each of the three groups
received different information regarding Johan’s

motivation for pursuing innovation as follows (see italic
text for differences in group treatments):

Johan is not satisfied with the farm’s development

Group 1, necessity entrepreneurship: Profitability the
last years has been worse than his competitors.

Group 2, opportunity entrepreneurship: Profitability the
last years has been better than his competitors.

Group 3, no information given about profitability being
better or worse than the competition.

Johan is not happy with that and wishes to increase
profitability. Johan has decided to risk everything
by investing the family savings in an innovative
product that he believes will increase profitability.

The different information given to the three groups acted
as our treatment (independent) variable. Following the sce-
narios, participants were asked to finish reading the survey
and to answer all questions.

Measures
As described in the previous section, entrepreneurial moti-
vation was operationalized through the experimental treat-
ment which gave information that Johan was motivated
by either necessity, opportunity, or no information
(control group). Immediately following the scenario, stu-
dents were asked “What should Johan do in his situation?”,
followed by ten strategic alternatives measured on a five-
point Likert scale with “Totally Disagree” and “Totally
Agree” as end points. The ten alternatives were based on
McElwee’s (2006) farm change strategy framework and
can be found in the first column of Table 1. Using principal
component analysis (PCA), we explored the factor structure
of the 10 items used to operationalize McElwee’s (2006)
farm change strategy framework and found four “distinct”
components with an eigenvalue greater than 1. With
varimax rotation and side-loadings of < 0.30 suppressed,

Figure 1. Conceptual model showing the relationship between entrepreneurial motivation and entrepreneurial advice while

moderated by the advice givers’ Jante-ness.
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the items loaded relatively clearly onto their expected com-
ponents that we labelled as “Give up advice” (component
1), “Entrepreneurial Advice” (component 2), “Production
Advice” (component 3) and “Economize Advice” (compo-
nent 4).

Since the dependent variable (DV) of interest for this
study was entrepreneurial advice (and not advice related
to the other strategic choices), we followed up the PCA
with a reliability analysis on the three items that loaded
strongest on component 2 (i.e. Entrepreneurial Advice).
The three items demonstrated acceptable reliability
(McDonald’s ω= .615) and were combined by calculating
their statistical mean to create the scale Entrepreneurial
Advice (see Table 2).

The next set of questions captured Jante by asking parti-
cipants: “Personally, I think it is ok if someone believes that
they” followed by 9 Jante-statements (see Table 2). These
items were also measured using a five-point Likert scale
with end points 1= Totally disagree; and 5= Totally
agree. Following the recommendation of Cappelen and
Dahlberg (2018), we treat Jante as a formative construct
and combine all items using the statistical mean to create
the formative construct we refer to as “Jante”. The coding
of our Jante items meant that strongly agreeing with Jante
in the survey implied a low Jante disposition. For this
reason, we reverse coded the items when developing our
scale.

Finally, previous research has found that farmers
become less innovative with age (Diederen et al., 2003)
and gender differences related to things like fear of failure
could impact the entrepreneurial advice given. (Cañizares
and García, 2010). Consequently, we control for gender

by asking participants to tick a box indicating if they are
“male”, “female” or “other”. Age was captured by asking
participants to state their actual age.

Statistical analysis
All data for the analysis was first entered into SPSS and we
used PCA to identify factor structure and reliability ana-
lyses to reduce dimensionality and create reliable scales.
Following this, we analyzed the descriptive statistics
(Table 3). A univariate General Linear Model (GLM) was
used to analyze Entrepreneurial Advice as our DV; the
fixed factor was the experimental group (independent vari-
able or IV) and Jante (IV), age, and gender were added to
the model as covariates. To test our hypotheses, we first
ran an interaction model where the DV and all IVs were
included, along with the interaction effect experimental
group treatment*Jante. This was followed up with main
effects models presented in the next section.

Results
In total, 122 farm management students participated in the
experiment. They averaged 24 years of age and among
them, 47% were female and 53% male. Random assignment
to treatment group resulted in a near even split between
groups (Table 3). Our first hypothesis states that: When an
individual’s motivation to engage in entrepreneurial activity
is based on necessity, advice givers will be more likely to
promote entrepreneurial activity than if the motivation was
based on opportunity (H1a) or when no information about
motivation is given (H1b). We followed this up with a
second hypothesis that states: When an individual is moti-
vated to engage in entrepreneurship for reasons other than
necessity, greater levels of Jante in the advice giver will mod-
erate (negatively) the entrepreneurial advice given (H2).

Starting with H2, we develop a moderation model in
SPSS using univariate GLM. We used Jante (reverse
coded) as a moderating variable between the treatment vari-
ables (necessity entrepreneurship vs. opportunity entrepre-
neurship vs. control) and Entrepreneurial Advice. Before
interpreting the main results of H2, we confirmed that
none of the main assumptions needed to run a model in
GLM, such as Homogeneity of Residual Variances
(Levene’s p= 0.79) or Normality of residuals
(Shapiro-Wilk p > 0.05) were violated.

Proceeding to the main results of this hypothesis test (see
bolded text in Table 4), no interaction effect (moderation)
for treatment*Jante was found: F (2, 120)= .03, p= 0.97.
Based on this result, we reject H2. Hypothesis H1 predicted
that entrepreneurial motivation would have a negative
effect on Entrepreneurial Advice in some scenarios.
Namely, when a person seeking advice is motivated to
engage in entrepreneurship because of necessity, entrepre-
neurial advice will be more likely than if the motivation

Table 1. PCA rotated component matrix using McElwee’s (2006)

strategic management options.

Component

Items Measured 1 2 3 4

Total Variance Explained 1.80 1.76 1.56 1.43

Find a new job 0.87

Sell Farm 0.85

Broaden (diversify) production 0.80

Consider other products 0.63 0.36

Invest in innovation 0.56

Expand business and get bigger 0.86

Increase sales volume 0.77

Look for partners to collaborate

with

0.34 0.75

Vertically Intergrate (reduce number

of middlemen)

0.65

Be satisfied with the current

situation and don’t make any

changes

0.32 0.52 −0.57

Note. ‘Varimax’ rotation was used. Side-loadings <.30 were supressed.

6 The International Journal of Entrepreneurship and Innovation 0(0)



was related to opportunity (H1a) or no information (H1b).
Hypothesis H1 predicted that entrepreneurial motivation
would have a negative effect on Entrepreneurial Advice
in some scenarios. Namely, when a person seeking advice
is motivated to engage in entrepreneurship because of
necessity, entrepreneurial advice will be more likely than
if the motivation was related to opportunity (H1a) or no
information (H1b).

To test this hypothesis, we used hierarchical multiple
regression with variables added stepwise. In Model 1,

(see Table 5) the controls age and gender were added.
Age had a significant (p= 0.029) and negative main
effect on Entrepreneurial Advice, while Gender was not sig-
nificant at p= 0.489. The adjusted R square for model 1
is.03 with age capturing most of the variance. In model 2
(also Table 5) we add two of our three treatment variables
as dichotomous variables and Jante (reverse coded).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for model variables.

Variables Mean SD Number of observations

Age 24.4 1.93 121

Jante 2.66 0.53 122

Ent. Advice 3.68 0.65 121

Frequencies

Gender Female 47% - 57

Gender Male 53% - 65

Treat. Worse 33% - 40

Treat. Better 32% - 39

Treat. Control 35% - 43

Table 4. Main results for the univariate GLM showing the

insignificant interaction effect in bold that led to rejecting

hypothesis 2.

ANOVA Omnibus tests SS Df F p η2

Model 5.76 7 2.10 0.05 0.11

Age 2.34 1 5.95 0.02 0.05

Gender 0.09 1 0.22 0.64 0.001

Jante 2.05 1 5.23 0.02 0.041

Treatment 0.79 2 1.00 0.37 0.016

Treatment * Jante 0.02 2 0.03 0.97 0.001
Residuals 44.35 113

Total 50.11 120

Note: The dependent variable is Entrepreneurial Advice. η2= eta squared.

Table 2. Operationalization of measures and experimental treatments included in the models tested.

Variable Stem and measurement items

Ent. Advice

(McD. ω= .615)

What should Johan do in his situation?
1. Broaden (diversify) production

2. Invest in innovation

3. Consider other products

(1=Totally Disagree—5=Totally Agree)

Jante

(Formative

index)

Personally, I think it is ok if someone believes that they:
1. are anything special

2. as good as others

3. are smarter than others

4. are better than others

5. know more than others

6. more important than others

7. are good at anything

8. can teach others anything

9. that anyone cares about you

(1=Totally disagree—5=Totally Agree)

Treatment Last year Johan took over the family farm from his parents and is the fourth generation to work the farm. Over the years the
farm business produced and sold, mostly the same products—grains (cereals). The size of the farm business has
remained steady over the years with between 0 and 2 employees including family members.
Johan is not happy with the farm business’ development.

1. Treatment better: Profitability over the years has been worse than the competition.

2. Treatment worse: Profitability over the years has been better than the competition

3. Treatment control: No information given

In any case, Johan is not happy with that and wishes to improve profitability. Johan has decided to risk everything by investing
the family savings in an innovative product that he believes will increase profitability.
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However, while entrepreneurial advice was lower when the
individual seeking advice was motivated by opportunity
entrepreneurship, as compared to necessity entrepreneur-
ship, or the control as predicted by H1a and H1b, the differ-
ences were not-significant (p= 0.536 and p= 0.154) As a
result, we reject hypothesis H1a and H1b.

Unexpectedly, we found a negative and significant main
effect for Jante on entrepreneurial advice in model 2 (p=
0.013). The more Jante our participant was, the less likely
it was that they gave entrepreneurial advice. The scatter
plot in Figure 2 (below) shows that as the Jante-ness of
the advice giver increases, Entrepreneurial Advice tends
to decrease. The effect size of Jante relative to the other
variables in model 2 is the largest (Beta=−0.23) followed
by age, which was also significant (p= 0.015) and had a
similar effect size (Beta=−0.22). The Adjusted R square
for model two is.07 and the unique contribution of Jante
is greater than the other variables in the model to change
in R square is 4.9% (see Table 5).

Discussion and conclusion
In this study we designed an experiment to test whether the
advice provided by Agricultural and Rural Management
students relating to the pursuit of entrepreneurial activity
differed depending on the underlying motivations of the
receiver of advice to engage in entrepreneurship. We theo-
rized that the advice given would be moderated by how
“Jante” the individual giving advice is. We found that dif-
ferences in the underlying reasons for engaging in entrepre-
neurship did not significantly change the entrepreneurial
advice given. It did not matter in our treatment scenarios
if the farmer seeking advice was motivated to engage in
entrepreneurship due to necessity (i.e. because profitability

Table 5. Stepwise regression analysis assessing main effects of

experimental treatment (H1a & H1b) and Jante on Entrepreneurial

Advice.

Predictors of

Entrepreneurial Advice

Model 1

β SE Beta t p

Age −0.07 0.03 −0.20 −2.21 .029*

Gender 0.08 0.12 0.06 0.69 .489

R 0.22

Adj. R2 0.03

Model 2

β SE Beta t p

Age −0.07 0.03 −0.22 −2.46 .015*

Gender 0.06 0.17 0.05 0.51 .612

Treatment Worse −0.09 0.14 −0.06 −0.62 .536

Treatment Better −0.20 0.14 −0.14 −1.43 .154

Jante −0.28 0.11 −0.23 −2.52 .013*

R 0.34

Adj. R2 0.07

Change in R2 4.9%

Note: *= result is significant at p< 0.05.

Figure 2. Scatter plot showing the relationship between Jante and Entrepreneurial Advice sorted by experimental treatment (profits

worse is the necessity entrepreneurship condition while profits better is the opportunity entrepreneurship condition).
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was worse than competitors over time) or opportunity (i.e.
profitability was better than competitors over time).
Moreover, when investigating whether Jante and our treat-
ment scenarios interacted, we did not find an effect. This
suggests that the Jante culture does not make exceptions
for those who have a “good excuse” to be entrepreneurial.

Surprisingly, the Rural and Agricultural Management
students tended to be positive overall towards giving entre-
preneurial advice under all scenarios, however, this advice
significantly declined the more Jante they were. Instead of
using information about past profitability and motivation
to inform others on whether to pursue entrepreneurship,
Jante-ness was better predictor of the advice provided. As
the Jante-ness of the students increased, they tended to
offer less advice on pursuing entrepreneurial activities
such as innovation, new types of production and product
diversification.

We believe that these findings are important for three
reasons. First, the results extend findings of Cooke and
Wills (1999) by showing that cultural ties, characterized by
Jante-ness, may lead to fewer entrepreneurial activities—at
least in an agricultural context. While Jante and similar cul-
tural constraints have been explored in previous entrepre-
neurship studies, they have either been qualitative in nature
—limiting the generalizability of findings (Borch et al.,
2008)—or were done in contexts outside of agriculture
where Jante did not show an effect and had limited relevance
for the agricultural sector (Davidsson and Wiklund, 1997).

This finding contributes to knowledge on why farmers
differ in their strategic decision-making as culturally
biased or even culturally embedded professional advice
may inhibit perceived room for maneuvering (Methorst
et al., 2017). This opens up opportunities for entrepreneur-
ship scholars to isolate the influence of Jante (or similar
phenomenon such as The Tall Poppy Syndrome) in
sectors outside of agriculture and to capture its inhibitory
effects indirectly through advice given to others.

Second, it is widely known that the agricultural sector tends
to lag behind other sectors when it comes to entrepreneurial
activities such as innovation and diversification (Pindado
and Sánchez, 2017). If similar cultures to Jante exist in other
agricultural contexts or countries, our findings may help to
explain why entrepreneurship is less frequently adopted. We
submit that entrepreneurial tolerance and the cultural aspects
that constrain it are important for understanding why certain
forms of entrepreneurship are pursued or avoided in different
contexts (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000).

Third, our findings are a reminder to advisors to reflect
on their cultural biases when advising clients, friends, and
family to pursue entrepreneurship. Within the Swedish agri-
cultural context, advisors who are deeply embedded in the
agricultural community may unwittingly encourage others
in their network of relationships to adhere to cultural
norms (Bourdieu, 1985). If these norms are related to
Janteness, they may deter entrepreneurial advice. A

greater level of introspection may help them provide more
nuanced advice related to the situation rather than their cul-
tural prejudices. Policy makers wanting to increase farm
entrepreneurship may find it helpful to provide farmers
with advisors from outside of their typical peer groups.
This may help to enhance creativity and innovation by
enhancing cognitive frames and “counteracting bounded
rationality” (Bajaba et al., 2021).

Finally, for farmers weighing the strategic decision of
engaging in entrepreneurship, this study suggests that others,
especially “Jante” individuals may hold it against them.
From a social capital perspective, ignoring embedded norms
(e.g. the rules of Jante) may generate greater entrepreneurial
activity and improved economic outcomes, but result in sanc-
tions by the community. Coleman (1988) refers to losing
family, religious and community ties as examples that lower
social, physical, mental and life satisfaction returns (Lin
et al., 2001). We encourage future research to explore these
sanctions/outcomes in the context of Jante to see how they
influence farm entrepreneurship decision making.

This study did have several limitations that reduced the gen-
eralizability of the findings. The data are based on a homogen-
ous sample of Agricultural and RuralManagement students and
therefore, the results cannot be generalized to other groups. It
may be the case that our students are more open to external
ideas since leaving their home community than farmers who
have not. In fact, they were more positive as a group towards
entrepreneurship than we expected. Nevertheless, there was
enough Jante variation within this group to establish a negative
effect on entrepreneurial advice. This is encouraging for our
results since we would expect more robust effects to be found
in “real world” farming communities. The decision to sample
these students was done to maximize the internal validity of
our findings, however this came at the expense of external
validity. Moreover, the experiments were ill equipped to
capture the complexity of real-world scenarios where for
example, the degree of opportunity or necessity is important,
as are social — psychological factors, which we did not con-
sider in this study. This said, we argue that our results contribute
to theoretical generalizability, even if statistical generalizability
is low (Mook, 1983). In operationalizing McElwee’s (2006)
farm development strategies and using a subset of them to
capture Entrepreneurial Advice, we missed an opportunity to
capture a fuller range of entrepreneurial activity that we
believe would also have increased the validity of our DV.

Now that we have established Jante may affect entrepre-
neurial decision-making, we encourage future researchers
to explore other contexts in which cultural intolerance
towards entrepreneurship may exist
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4.2 Results of the scoping review  
The law of Jante (from here on “Jante”) seemed to not have been explored 

in depth and belongs to a small research field. Similar expressions of cultural 
intolerance are found in other countries, such as “Tall Poppy Syndrome” – 
aversion to the success of others (Kirkwood and Warren, 2020), and “The 
nail that sticks up get hammered down” – exclusion of those stand out from 
the collective (Jackson, 2001).  The overview (table 5) shows that, although 
these expressions are often considered as having the same meaning, there are 
small differences. In a Scandinavian context, the meaning connects to ideas 
of putting the collective before the individual, while in an Anglo-Saxon 
context it is more connected with ideas of jealousy. Due to the differences in 
how cultural intolerance is conveyed, this scoping review will focus Jante.   

 
Table 5. A compilation of different cultural perspectives on cultural intolerance. 

 
 

Syndrome Country Expression Authors 
Law of Jante Denmark, 

Norway, Sweden, 
Finland, Iceland 

Putting society before 
individual 
accomplishments, not 
being jealous of others 
(Modesty Code).  

 

Hunter et al. 
(2022); Cappelen 
and Dahlberg 
(2018); Trotter 
(2015) 
Rahm et al. 
(2019)  

Tall Poppy 
Syndrome 
(TPS) 

USA, UK, NZ, 
and other 
Anglosphere 
countries 

Cutting down the tall 
poppy, aversion to the 
success of one’s peers 
(Envy).  

Kirkwood and 
Warren (2020). 

Crabs in a barrel 
syndrome 
(CBS) 

Philippines, and 
parts of Asia and 
Latin America 

Involves pulling down 
anyone who achieves or 
is about to achieve 
success greater than 
your own (Envy). 

Miller (2019); 
Bulloch (2017) 

 
 

 
The nail that 
sticks up gets 
hammered 
down. 

Japan Excluding those who 
are too different or 
conspicuous through 
criticism or sanctions 
(Exclusion/Sanction).  

Jackson (2001) 
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Trotter (2015) examined the symbolic nature of Jante and found that it 
contributes to negative expressions of personal pride (you should not think 
you are better than someone else). Jante can, however, serve as an excuse for 
finding oneself in a negative situation, such as a lack of success. 
Furthermore, Trotter (2015) suggested that children are taught the Jante in 
school, and therefore are affected at an early age by these unwritten laws in 
society and therefore Jante become an accepted part of society, and also 
functions as a type of social control in the community. Since the 
Scandinavian countries are relatively small nations, social belonging and the 
individual's contribution to the collective is important, and trusting other 
members of society is vital for this. To understand the concept of the trust of 
members of the society (i.e., generalized trust), Cappelen and Dahlberg 
(2018) examined the 10 rules of Jante and their relationship to generalized 
trust. However, no connection could be found between the 10 laws of Jante 
and generalized trust; instead, Cappelen and Dahlberg (2018) found regional 
varieties of Jante in different parts of Norway.  

Furthermore, Hunter et al. (2022) examined Jante in an agricultural 
context. Their findings showed that cultural intolerance can predict the extent 
to which entrepreneurial advice is given based on the advisor’s own level of 
‘Janteness’. These results suggest that the advisor’s Janteness can influence 
entrepreneurial activity by the farmer. The farm advisors Janteness may 
manifest in different layers and can be directed through actions, or the lack 
thereof. Bromgard et al. (2014) examined Jante and its influence on 
expressions of “pride” between US American and Norwegian university 
students, asking the students to look at images of a person expressing pride 
(rating on a 7-point Likert scale) and asked to what “… extent that the target 
person possessed the following 11 trait/states: annoying, friendly, getting 
pleasure from another’s misfortune (“schadenfreude”), warm, pride, 
trustworthy, loyal, dominate, honest, happy, and smug” (p. 376). Their 
findings showed a clear distinction between the groups. American students 
linked pride to the following expressions: pride, trusting, loyal, and honest; 
whereas Norwegian students linked pride to the following expressions: 
annoying, schadenfreude, smug, and negative. Clearly the results point to 
different perceptions of pride, although some questions can be raised within 
this. As the results show cultural differences, it is still unclear how Jante is 
connected to the expression of pride per se.  
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Jante has also been used to study bullying among nurses (Rahm et al., 
2019). The nurses self-reported situations where they felt oppressed and 
exposed to bullying. However, it is unclear how Jante fits into the study. The 
results are not clearly stated, and it is challenging to understand how Jante is 
operationalized, making it important to interpret the results carefully. One 
related concept to Jante is Tall Poppy Syndrome (a term used in Anglo-
Saxon countries). From the scoping review, an article on TPS was selected 
for a read through as its focus was on entrepreneurship. Kirkwood and 
Warren (2020) made the assumption that TPS exists and influences 
entrepreneurs. They conducted interviews with entrepreneurs in New 
Zealand, trying to understand the role of TPS, entrepreneurial success and 
the social legitimacy of entrepreneurs. The findings showed that the 
interviewed entrepreneurs had different strategies and coping mechanisms in 
situations where TPS emerged. Some entrepreneurs accepted that TPS was a 
part of New Zealand culture, while others stopped reading online comments 
where envy was given free rein. The latter action was an attempt by the 
entrepreneurs to protect themselves from being affected by negative 
comments from anonymous detractors, but they experienced a lack of 
support of how to handle these comments.   

4.2.1 Reflection on assumptions in paper II  
Paper II examines social norms in the context of the Scandinavian 

countries and whether Jante influences the entrepreneurial advice given. Two 
assumptions are made, firstly, that the advice given depends on the receiver’s 
motivations (i.e., the farmer) and secondly, that the messenger (i.e. the 
advisor) has influence in this situation.   

 
Firstly, 

“…we tested whether the advice our participants gave to a fictitious 
farmer to pursue entrepreneurial activity depended on information 
regarding the farmer’s motivation to pursue entrepreneurship” (Hunter 
et al., 2022; p. 1).  

 



90 

Secondly, 

“…experimental treatments included motivation scenarios based on 
necessity vs. opportunity driven vs. control” (Hunter et al., 2022; p. 1).  

The assumption in paper II was that different motivations for pursuing 
entrepreneurship would make it more or less acceptable for them to take big 
risks (e.g., if their farm was failing, they were left with no other choice but 
to be entrepreneurial and take risks). Thus, it was assumed that the 
motivation to take risks would moderate the advice given. However, this 
assumption was wrong. Instead, it was the level of Janteness from the person 
giving advice which could predicted the entrepreneurial advice given. 

 The characteristics of the entrepreneur have been frequently debated 
among researchers (see Filion, 2021; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000; 
Busenitz and Barney, 1997; and Gartner, 1988). The entrepreneur can be an 
individual able to identify opportunities and gather necessary resources for 
the task (Carton et al., 1998), show competitive aggressiveness (Anderson 
and Eshima, 2013; Lumpkin and Dess, 1996; Lumpkin and Dess, 2001), or 
be an innovative risk-taker (Casillas and Moreno, 2010). These specific 
characteristics of the entrepreneur have been suggested to drive business 
development and have an indirect impact on economic growth (Wennekers 
and Thurik, 1999). Discussing these assumptions is important as they 
influence how entrepreneurship is measured and the understanding of the 
interpretations.  

For example, Welter (2011) frames social context from a social network 
perspective (e.g. capital, employees) and in terms of family embeddedness 
(household and family) but also points out the one-dimensional nature of the 
research due to its focus on the business context: 

“Besides the business context, which has been widely researched in 
entrepreneurship studies, such a context lens includes somewhat 
neglected aspects of social, spatial, and institutional contexts” (Welter, 
2011; p. 169). 
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In hindsight, as paper II looked into cultural intolerance, following the 
recommendations of Welter (2011) would have strengthened the 
assumptions in the paper, adding to a neglected area within the research field.  

4.2.2 Self-reflections on paper II 
In contrast to paper I, where the research field is more established, paper 

II represented questions and concepts that have a smaller research 
community. This was a surprise as the phenomena of Jante is well-known in 
Sweden (and other Scandinavian countries). Moreover, Weijo (2019) has 
suggested that Jante affects consumer behavior and is often expressed 
through the distinct rejection of individuals perceived as being status-
hunting. Further, the research field around Jante has not been fully explored, 
and, without inspiration from a previous conceptual model, this project faced 
the possible risk of generating no findings. In hindsight, instead of designing 
an experiment,  

I could have conducted a more exploratory type of research to better 
establish the construct and hypothesize about their relationships. For 
example, rather than relying on anecdotal evidence, interviews could have 
established the presence of Jante in the farming community. Interviews have 
their advantages when “There is insufficient known about the subject to be 
able to draft a questionnaire” (Rowley, 2012; p. 262), and could also have 
contributed to an understanding of how these values and beliefs affect 
decision making in the organization (Symon and Cassell, 2012).  

Using interviews to gather insights might have prevented some of the 
miscalculations associated with paper II. For example, it was assumed that 
Jante would moderate the relationship between farmers who engaged in 
entrepreneurship for reasons related to opportunity vs. necessity. However, 
no difference was found with the control group (provided with no 
information), which was unexpected. In the second analysis, the sender 
(giving advice) was influenced by their level of Jante, meaning that the 
higher they scored in Jante influence (measured by Sandemose’s (1934) ten 
laws of Jante, where the respondents replied to each law using a 7-point 
Likert scale), the less entrepreneurial advice they tended to give. I believe 
the findings are interesting as it shows how decisions around investment may 
be influenced by the person giving advice in a business situation. If I could 
do it over again, I would make a number of key changes. For example, I 
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would still conduct an experiment, but as a pilot to build on. In a second step, 
using the information from the experiment, I would interview both farmers 
and advisors. The session could begin with the same survey to measure 
Janteness. I would take inspiration for such an exercise by using the work of 
Kirkwood and Warren (2020), who looked at celebrity entrepreneurs and the 
ways in which self-promotion and being successful may be viewed as 
socially unacceptable. After interviewing farmers and advisors, I would use 
the data to construct a survey, including the statements on Jante. Using a 
different method would likely create a different result. When conducting 
interviews with farmers, I think it is important for the researcher to have less 
knowledge of farming than I have, as my own background in farming may 
have given rise to a bias in both interview (reading too much into farmers 
response) and in the analysis of (transcribed) data.  

4.2.3 Avenues for future research related to paper II 
There seems to be a theme of Jante having a negative (perceived) social 

consequence for individuals who do things differently, stand out from the 
group or try to be better than the group. Therefore, building on the 
operationalization of Jante in paper II, a couple of suggestions for future 
research can be made.  

Firstly, Ahlness (2014) suggested that the Jante mindset is passed down 
from generation to generation, with each generation acting as agents through 
socialization. In agriculture, many farms are passed down through 
generations with the family. Therefore, a mixed study 
(qualitative/quantitative) could be conducted to investigate the generational 
aspects of Jante on the farm. Is Jante passed down between generations? If 
so, is there a link between farm development and generational Janteness?  

Second, building on the findings from Kirkwood and Warren (2020) a 
mixed study (qualitative/quantitative) could be conducted to examine 
whether Jante is a barrier to sharing successful farm business management, 
and in turn if this affects the farmer’s early adoption of innovation.  

Thirdly, it would be useful to ask whether a person’s level of Janteness 
changes over time. A longitudinal study could be conducted among 
agricultural students at the Swedish university of Agriculture. It could follow 
one group of students over three years, using a survey to determine their 
level of Janteness over time, supported with follow-up interviews.  
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Chapter 5 contains the background and motivations behind paper III. The 
following sub-section contains a discussion of the results from the scoping 
review, leading to the positioning of paper III, and an extended self-
reflection. It reflects my thoughts on operationalization and 
problematization, and the learning process which took place. This chapter 
also contains an addition section discussing the questionnaire. The chapter 
ends with suggestions for avenues of future research related to paper III.  

5.1 Paper III. Social identity and the moderating role of 
family influence in sustainable decision making. 

The inspiration for paper III came from participation in a webinar on 
social entrepreneurship (ESBRI, 2021). During the webinar, a discussion 
ensued about the vastly different motivations held by founders in their 
entrepreneurial pursuits. The idea of different types of entrepreneurs was 
interesting and, therefore, I searched for articles in this area. This is when I 
found a paper by Sieger et al. (2016), who developed a scale to categorize 
the social identity of the entrepreneur. With this in mind, I brought it up in 
conversations with farmers I met in private discussions. One farmer 
mentioned the desire to help his community prosper, while another talked in 
length about the importance of passing a farm with healthy soil conditions to 
his son, which, although risky, required new thinking and ways of managing 
the business. It was somewhat surprising that financial motivations were not 
always or even mostly the driving factor. The discussion led to a number of 
unanswered questions: How common was it for farmers to prioritize other 

5. Founder identity – Darwinians,
Communitarians and Missionaries
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factors besides maximizing their financial outcomes? Did the farmers who 
were driven by non-financial drivers act on and achieve their goals? If not, 
what was holding them back? Were they more or less financially secure in 
doing so?  

In the process of searching for ideas how to approach these questions, a 
scale developed by Sieger et al. (2016) was identified and would be used to 
create the foundation for classifying farmers based on their stated identities. 
More so, this scale was shown by subsequent researchers to predict different 
types of entrepreneurial pursuit (see e.g. Sieger et al., 2016; Ko and Kim 
2020; Clarysse et al., 2023), although not in the agricultural sector (most 
previous research using this scale was focused on family businesses in non-
agricultural sectors), and was not related to some of the “hot” discussion 
topics regarding sustainability (e.g. social and environmental) that were 
debated at the meeting.  

Furthermore, as farm businesses are often family owned and operated, 
there is a potential for families to influence a farmer’s decision making. The 
research done in paper I showed the importance of the external environment 
on strategic orientation. Thus, the findings of paper I led to the decision to 
include environmental hostility as a potential mediating factor in the farmer 
identity—family influence process.   

When the founder social identity types were established by Sieger et al. 
(2016) (Darwinians—driven by profit and success; Communitarians—
driven by a desire to serve the community; and Missionaries—driven by a 
greater cause) were applied to a sample of Swedish farmers, the identities 
were connected to statements that were inspired by the main sustainability 
areas; economic, social, and environmental. The assumption was that 
Darwinians, for example, who were characterized as having a focus on 
improving their business, would correlate with stronger economic outcomes. 

The data for this paper was collected in 2021 and is currently in the final 
stages of submission, and due to this, the manuscript will be referred to as 
"Paper III” in the text. 
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5.2 Paper III. Social identity and the moderating role of 
family influence in sustainable decision making. 

The FSI framework provides information on the entrepreneurs’ social 
motivation to be in business and reflects how the firm owners perceive 
entrepreneurship. Sieger et al. (2016) suggests that the entrepreneur 
interprets entrepreneurship differently through self-conception, and in turn 
this self-conception influences how they act in business. The findings from 
the scoping review show that there is growing interest in the FSI framework 
in the field of entrepreneurship.  

The FSI framework has been operationalized by a number of researchers 
in recent years. For example, Ko and Kim (2020) found that the FSI 
framework could predict intentions of pursuing social entrepreneurship, i.e., 
entrepreneurship that acts on opportunities which result in social value and 
welfare. Furthermore. Their findings showed that Missionaries are motivated 
by social entrepreneurship, whereas Darwinians lacked this ambition. This 
illustrates how the identity groups differ and how their motives are correlated 
with different entrepreneurial approaches. This also paints a picture of 
Missionaries as being pragmatic, people who put social value before profit. 
Gender differences have also been seen within the identity groups. Estrada-
Cruz et al. (2019) suggested that men are likely to identify with the 
Darwinian identity (profit), while women tended to identify with the 
Missionary identity (job creation), while both genders could often identify 
with the Communitarian identity (growth in sales). The results from the 
scoping review suggest that the identity groups (through social motivation) 
create a unique set of values in the firm, which in turn is the foundation for 
competitive advantage (Greening and Turban, 2000).    

The desire to develop one's ideas and to push to achieve growth appears 
to differ between the different identity groups. Clarysse et al. (2023) 
suggested that the aspiration for growth differs between identity groups and 
found that aspiration not only depend on outcome expectations, but also 
whether these expectations are relevant to the entrepreneur’s salient founder 
identity. Being an entrepreneur can also be expressed through seeing the 
world as a single, common place, with the mindset of thinking without 
borders becoming a way to create advantages in a larger context – all in line 
with how the identity groups are described (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; 
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Sieger et al., 2016). However, the FSI framework has some shortcomings 
that have not been addressed in previous work.  

In the papers generated from the review, there were several that had 
problems with factor loadings within the Darwinian construct, including 
Sieger et al. (2016). The threshold for the least number of items in factor 
analysis is two, but one item can be acceptable if the questions are simple in 
nature (Hair et al., 2014). However, each main construct (Darwinian, 
Communitarian, and Missionary) consists of three sub-constructs – Basic 
Social Motivation, Basis for self-evaluation, and Frame of reference, which 
in turn are represented by two items. In total, there are six items per identity 
group, and according to Sieger et al. (2016), the purpose is to capture the 
respondent’s identification with a particular group. 

Table 6. Overview of articles from scoping review. 

Author(s) Method Number of items (N)2

Clarysse et al. (2023) Quantitative 15-item scale1 171 

Murad et al. (2022) Quantitative 15-item scale1 260 

Ko and Kim (2020) Quantitative 15-item scale1 725 

EstradaCruz et al. (2019) Quantitative Frame of
reference

179 

EstradaCruz et al. (2019)B 
Quantitative Frame of

reference
5076 

Harlow and Chadha (2019) 

Qualitative 

Based on
Fauchart and 

Gruber (2011) 
18 

Sieger et al. (2016) Quantitative 15 item scale1 282 
1 The 15-item validated scale by Sieger et al. (2016).  
2 Number of valid responses 

Previous research (spanning multiple countries and subject areas) 
adopting the FSI framework by Sieger et al. (2016) has used the 15 item 
validated scale version. However, Sieger et al. (2016) scale was originally 
comprised of 18 items and, depending on whether the 15 item or 18 item 
scale is used, the outcome differs in important ways. For example, the 
analysis in paper III revealed significant differences in cross loadings across 
identity constructs. In fact, when used on the Swedish sample, the 18-item 
scale had fewer cross loading issues than the 15 item scale, which may make 
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it more suitable to the “Alpine Region” where it was originally validated by 
Sieger et al. (2016). This indicates that the Sieger et al. (2016) FSI framework 
needs further validation across contexts and regions. The articles found 
through the scoping review are not always helpful in this regard as they do 
not report all factor loadings. 

5.2.1 Reflection on assumptions in paper III 
Paper III can be characterized as a traditional gap filling expedition, 

focusing on neglected aspects in the literature (Alvesson and Sandberg, 
2011). However, gap filling can be risky when previous research is mirrored 
and basic assumptions are not challenged or discussed – i.e. a kind of 
neglected bias of the researcher.  

Theory is a support system that researchers can rely on to make sense of 
the world; it allows them to organize topics in ways that can be observed, 
measured and understood. Alvesson and Sandberg (2011) stated that without 
an initial understanding of a phenomenon, it is difficult to know what to look 
for. In entrepreneurship, previous studies have made it possible for us to 
conceptualize entrepreneurship as a subject today. A common assumption 
expressed about entrepreneurs is that they are innovative, competitive risk 
takers (Van Praag, 1999). In agriculture, the farmer is often portrayed as 
either an entrepreneur, who takes great risks and receives high rewards, or as 
a producer, who avoid big risks and reaps lower rewards (Vesala et al., 2007; 
Stenholm and Hytti, 2014).  

 Alvesson and Sandberg (2011) refer to this type of research as “in-house 
assumptions”, which can be explained as seeing entrepreneurship as 
represented by specific characteristics that an individual possess, i.e., the 
characteristics that make an entrepreneur. In line with this, the FSI 
framework by Sieger et al. (2016) makes several assumptions. Firstly, at a 
general level, the assumption is that there are different entrepreneurial 
identity groups, and that these different groups have individual traits that can 
be measured and categorized. Secondly, on a sublevel, each identity group is 
assumed to have specific characters: Darwinians are based on self-interest; 
Communitarians are based on a concern for their community; and 
Missionaries are based on a society-at-large philosophy. In turn, the results 
from Sieger et al. (2016) show additional motives for the entrepreneur to be 
in business.  
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The underlying assumption in paper III is that the FSI framework applies 
to farm entrepreneurs as well, and thus reveals farmers’ social motivation to 
be in business. Looking into the paper with a critical mind, the gap-spotting 
is found in, the phrase “… it is less clear” 

“…it is less clear how identity influences sustainability goals in the 
context of family farms and a hostile environment”.  

Sandberg and Alvesson (2011) suggest that a reason as to why gap filling 
continues to be the most common way to construct research questions is 
because it is considered to be “uncontroversial and safe”. The pressure to 
publish quickly can, however, also be a driver of gap filling as a methodology 
(Tadajewski and Hewer, 2011). However, gap filling research also fulfills 
the purpose of developing existing literature, although, even when a gap 
exists in the literature, it does not necessarily mean it requires gap-filling 
(Alvesson and Sandberg, 2011). With gap-filling, the researcher risks only 
contributing similar knowledge (Tadajewski and Hewer, 2011), with 
redundant research risking being unpublished (Chatterjee and Davidson, 
2021).  

With this in mind, the use of gap spotting works in this research as it fills 
a gap in farming literature. It shows that farmers are entrepreneurs with 
different motives for being in business. Nevertheless, there is always room 
to discuss the researcher’s own assumptions and how they are reflected in 
the construction of research questions. For example, Alvesson and Sandberg 
(2011) wrote that researchers are likely to “… reproducing the assumptions 
underlying their own perspective” (p. 252). This is a point that should be 
considered, and in paper III, a personal assumption can already be found in 
the introduction:  

“However, the FSI framework overlooks the influential role the 
family play or the hostility present in the environments…” 
(Paper III; p. 2).  

Although family member influence on small family firms has been 
established in the literature (Chrisman et al., 2012), the main reason behind 
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the choice of family influence as a moderating factor in paper III was because 
family farms are small units and are dependent upon each other. Also, in real 
life farming, many farmers refer to how family members influence the farm 
business. Moreover, this reflects the researcher’s underlying assumptions 
that family members can influence the strategic decisions of the farm. The 
scale allows one to explore family influence ranging from intense 
involvement to non-existent (Klein et al., 2005). In order to test for family 
influence on the farm, one section from the F-PEC scale was selected (P – 
power). Previous research building on the F-PEC scale by Astrachan et al. 
(2002) used the scale as an instrument to evaluate financial performance and 
profit growth in relation to measure revenue per employee (Rutherford et al., 
2008). Furthermore, Alves et al. (2020) explained why some family firms 
perform better than others, suggesting that family culture possibly 
determines family firm performance. This suggests that family members 
should also be able to influence other decisions concerning the farm, such as 
strategic decision making.  

The reason for choosing environmental hostility is similar to the 
reasoning behind choosing family influence. A fluctuating market can affect 
farm businesses differently depending on production orientation, with crop 
farmers having a greater freedom to change direction depending on demand 
or current prices. Grain farmers have the opportunity to store the grain 
awaiting a better price in contrast to dairy and meat farmers, who, in most 
cases, sell their product directly without the possibility to store their produce. 
One option for meat and milk farmers is to differentiate their business in 
order to increase margins, although this also leads to risk increases.  
Nevertheless, no matter what choice the farmer makes, it takes time and 
capital (financial and knowledge) to change the farm’s production 
orientation. Hence, the personal underlying assumption is that farmers can 
choose if they want to adopt and follow market (relatively slow) fluctuations 
or (faster) changes in consumer market trends. Also, it is assumed that the 
three identity groups respond differently to environmental hostility. This 
gives an idea of the complexity that surrounds quantitative research.  

To extend the discussion, it can be disputed whether the research 
questions are considered interesting when using the lens of Davis (1971). In 
this case, Davis stated that “… a new theory will be noticed only when it 
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denies the truth” (p. 311). The question is if the FSI framework by Sieger et 
al. (2016) challenges any established truths about the entrepreneur.  

Further, Davis (1971) suggests that research should be “rhetorically 
interesting”. This expression refers to when researchers try to make 
something interesting, using expressions such as “It has long been thought…; 
but this is false…; we have seen instead that…; further investigation is 
necessary to…” (Davis, 1971; p. 312). Going back to paper III, there are 
attempts to create “interest”, for example, the phrase “It has long been 
thought…” emerge from the underlying assumption that “previous literature 
has categorized farmers based on their identity as a producer, or 
entrepreneur” (Paper III; p. 17). This is followed by a “We have seen instead 
that…”statement in the next paragraph:  

“…the results from this survey shows a behavior and rationale which is 
different from… the polarizing view of the farmer (Paper III; p.17).   

The “We have seen instead that…” statement may be a result of a 
perception that the entrepreneur is someone with unique and distinct abilities, 
reserved for certain individuals (Gartner, 1990). When looking at this 
through the generalization lens of Davis (1971), the question could be 
reversed. What is identified as a low ability to adopt to entrepreneurship is 
really a general phenomenon reflecting Sweden as a nation. According to the 
Swedish Entrepreneurship Forum (GEM, 2022), entrepreneurship activities 
in Sweden ted to be less common compared to other high-income countries. 
This is despite the fact that the government provides financial grants with the 
purpose of stimulating increased entrepreneurship. Therefore, when, for 
example, the Swedish National Food Policy advocates that farmers should 
be more entrepreneurial in order to increase production, it is therefore my 
interpretation that the governmental stakeholders are expressing a 
dissatisfaction towards farmers for not engaging enough in entrepreurship. 
However, even if the government’s purpose for grants is to stimulate the 
level of entrepreneurship activities, research shows that the approach of 
targeting an entire group (in this case farmers) has the least effect on the size 
of the grant, in relation to entrepreneurial activity (Li, 2002). On a final note, 
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it can therefore be suggested that there is a gap between theory, a 
government’s purpose, and what a farmer needs.  

5.2.2 Comments on the questionnaire paper III 
Here, I will give some comments and reflections on the survey. Firstly, 

when conducting the scoping review, there were issues with the Darwinian 
part in the questionnaire by Sieger et al. (2016). Also, as mentioned earlier, 
the authors decided to remove three items from their initial scale to receive 
a rotation matrix with no double loadings, according to protocol for obtaining 
validity. However, when items are removed from a scale like this, which 
measure specific characteristics in blocks, one also risks losing parts of a 
total picture.  

Instead of removing items, perhaps it would be beneficial to look more 
closely at the questions themselves. Looking at Sieger et al. (2016), item A1 
and A2 (p. 548) represents founder’s social motivation when starting a 
venture. Item A1 was removed due to cross-loading, which is interesting in 
itself as it states: 

“I will create my firm in order… to make money and become rich” 
(p. 552).  

This question portrays Darwinians as entrepreneurs with a business 
school mind set (i.e., following a strategy that ensure profit). Removing this 
item may increase the validity of the scale, but may also remove part of the 
founder’s social motivation to start a business. Moreover, it appears as if the 
issues are related to the Darwinian side, which may mean that the question 
is incorrect. However, in paper III, when farmers were confronted by the 
claim, A1 and A2 did not cross-load, nor did the items load in other 
components. Lastly, there is the question of whether there is a clear 
connection between making money and becoming rich. This can be 
perceived as two different statements, therefore suggesting that the concepts 
have different meanings. Making money may suggest the idea of making a 
profit in general, whereas becoming rich can be an expression suggesting the 
making of large sums of money fast; therefore, making money would seem 
to be the more appropriate term to use in this context. 



106 

In the next section on Communitarians, Sieger et al. (2016) show the ways 
in which item B4 for Communitarians loads into the Darwinian factor. This 
item belongs to the second construct frame, which embraces how the 
respondents evaluate themselves as founders. The statement (B4) is 
expressed as: 

“As a firm founder it will be very important to me… to be able to 
express to my customers that I fundamentally share their views, 
interests, and value” (Sieger et al., 2016; p. 552).  

This claim deviates in its character from the other items in the 
Communitarian group. The approach in the rest of the statements about 
Communitarians is about what the founder can do for their community, while 
the statement in B4 is about communicating their own values. This shift of 
approach becomes clear when looking at item B3, the joint construct to B4. 
Item B3 states that it is very important: 

“…to provide a product/service that is useful to the group of people that 
I strongly identify with” (Sieger et al., 2016; p. 548).  

To build on the same approach, changing the phrasing of what is important 
could be changed from: 

“…to be able to express to my customers that I fundamentally share 
their views, interests, and value” (Sieger et al., 2016; p. 548)  

Instead asking: 

“…to share views and values with the group of people my business 
targets”.  

In paper III, the text in these particular items was changed as the original 
questions are difficult to apply to Swedish agriculture as the vast majority 
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deliver their products to cooperative companies. Therefore, item B3 was 
changed to (Paper III; p. 11) “As a farmer, it is very important to me to… 

“…encourage the use of best practice methods that are useful to the 
group of people with whom I identify”  

And B4 was changed to: 

 “…that my customers (dairy, slaughterhouse, private customers, etc.) 
know that I share their values”.  

Both of items loaded into the same factor as the rest of the statements for 
Communitarians.  

In conclusion, although a large number of the statements in the survey 
needed some form of re-wording to adapt them to farm businesses, the core 
of the statements have retained their spirit of attracting different identity 
groups. However, the Darwinian scale could benefit from a second review 
of how the statements are formulated in order to better capture the Darwinian 
spirit.  

5.2.3 Self-reflections on paper III 
In paper III, the FSI framework was tested on a sample of Swedish 

farmers. This process was relatively straightforward as the questions existed 
and were validated by Sieger et al. (2016). However, few if any published 
papers testing the framework on farming were identified. This made it 
interesting to examine whether this applied to farmers and, in so doing, to 
investigate the external validity. However, there are some problems that I did 
not truly reflect on when reading the article or when doing the analysis. It 
wasn't until the process of writing the thesis that the thoughts emerged.  

Another thing that still bothers me is how sustainability items were 
selected. Here, my initial thought was that the identity types from FSI would 
match the different sustainability items (economic, social, and 
environmental). However, if I could redo the survey, these statements would 
have been selected with greater care. In retrospect, I should have made a 
better search for more accurate items to operationalize the sustainability 
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factors. This is an important aspect since the choice of items influence 
analysis and conclusions (Latruffe et al. 2016). There were several choices 
in terms of sustainability items, but at the time of creating the survey I 
suffered from a degree of tunnel-vision, which prevented me from 
considering other options. Today, I would have clearly specified what, for 
example, is meant by economic sustainability. Does it mean maximizing 
profit, or does it mean that profit must not come at the expense of the 
environment? There are some published papers that I would look to for 
inspiration on how to create sustainability statements in my next publication 
such as, Lebacq et al. (2013); Latruffe et al. (2016); and Pannell and Glenn 
(2000).  

Finally, I would also make a different choice and utilize the full F-PEC 
scale. Looking at it now, the question I have is how much information on 
family influence is actually reflected. It could be argued that completely 
removing this part from the analysis might be needed, as I question what it 
really adds; the same could apply for the items on environment hostility. This 
is perhaps the real reason for paper III still being a manuscript, as I am 
conflicted about the layout. What comes to mind when writing this is how I 
just wanted to test the FSI framework on farmers? After my reflections on 
items in this part, what I actually would like to do is to make suggestions on 
how the FSI framework could be improved to become more accurate. 

5.2.4 Avenues for future research related to paper III 
The FSI framework provides a clear image of the entrepreneur’s self-

concept, and how it affects firm creation and firm outcomes. The FSI 
framework can be advantageously used within agriculture to further explore 
how different identities affect farm businesses.  

As the FSI framework gains attention, a variety of conceptualizations will 
emerge. From the scoping review it can be noted that the framework has only 
sparsely been adopted into farming. The operationalization in paper III can 
clearly be improved, as discussed in the self-reflection. However, the 
avenues for further research are many.  

I propose two main suggestions for future research using the work of 
Sieger et al. (2016). Firstly, examining the link between the identity groups 
and certain key aspect of the firm creation process (i.e., differences in how 
the identities view and select opportunities or how they create farm identity) 
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would be of interest. Secondly, an interesting suggestion connected to paper 
II is that of the cultural level of entrepreneurship; how cultural influences 
(like Jante in paper II) affect social identities in entrepreneurship, looking at 
the distribution of Darwinians, Communitarians and Missionaries. 

The FSI framework can also be applied in different farming contexts, 
such as when comparing groups. We can use it to ask whether there is an 
over-representation of either identity group among different types of farmer 
(crops, dairy, pigs, poultry, micro diaries on farms, etc.). Furthermore, the 
framework can be applied to investigate whether any of the identity groups 
have a greater inclination towards application for targeted grants, such as 
investment grants aimed at diversifying the farm business. Here, one could 
also test whether those seeking various forms of investment grant are driven 
by necessity or are opportunity driven entrepreneurs. For example, Block and 
Wagner (2010) suggested that opportunity driven entrepreneurs are more 
productive and earn more than necessity driven entrepreneurs. 
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6.1 Utilizing farm entrepreneurship 
One message from national food policies (Regeringen, 2015; 2017), and 

the EU (2022) common agricultural policy (CAP) is that farmers should 
increase their level of entrepreneurship, become more market orientated 
(MO), and increase production levels. The findings in paper I show that 
farmers, when faced with competitive intensity, experience a higher 
perceived return when responding with MO. The implication of this finding 
is that farmers benefit from being MO. While more research is (always) 
needed, helping farmers to develop their MO may be an area that (the 
Swedish) government should prioritize. Furthermore, entrepreneurial 
orientation (EO) is an important construct used in research and demonstrated 
in practice to benefit companies EO (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996). The findings 
from paper I show that not being entrepreneurial orientated, that is 
maintaining a conservative posture (or being risk-averse) does not correlate 
with increased perceived farm performance. I believe that it can beneficial to 
expand on the conversation, where it is not only about whether farmers need 
to become more entrepreneurial, but also to include the potential need of 
support (e.g. increased learning) in order to progress as entrepreneurs. 
Moreover, learning is also important to improve market awareness (Mirzaei 
et al., 2016), including the possession of relevant resources and know-how 
(Hall, 1993) to benefit from competitive intensity. 

6. Discussion: Practical implications and
insights
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 This is in line with the findings from the scoping review, where learning 
was shown to be important in order to develop the business (Micheels and 
Gow, 2015). Experience also creates knowledge, Iza and Dentoni (2020) 
were able to show that more experienced farm entrepreneurs are more 
inclined to adopt innovation.  

Based on the conceptual model in paper I, findings in the scoping review, 
and the initial discussion in this chapter—I interpret this as a representation 
of the dynamic capabilities on the farm. Dynamic capabilities is a 
framework, grounded in the resource-based view and the growth of the firm 
by Penrose (1959). In the early 1990’s, when global recession was followed 
by financial uncertainty and volatile markets, Teece and Pisano (1994) stated 
that “… winners in the global marketplace have been firms that can 
demonstrate timely responsiveness and rapid and flexible product 
innovation” (p. 1), which becomes a part of the firms competitive advantage, 
which here is defined as “…a focal firms comparison with rival(s) along any 
comparable dimension of competition” (Ma, 2000; p. 23). For example, 
dynamic capabilities have been assigned different meanings, such as routines 
to change routines (i.e. being prepared to change the business model) 
(McKelvie and Davidsson, 2009). The drive behind innovative pursuit is to 
re-combine the firm’s resources and create new sets of competitive 
advantage (Teece et al., 1997; Pisano, 2015; Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000), 
and to identify possibilities and make adequate choices, thereby creating 
competitive advantages (Prange and Verdier, 2011; Helfat and Peteraf, 
2009). Hence, dynamic capabilities to be one representation of the farms’ 
resource base, and the farm entrepreneur’s ability to maximize utility relative 
to market conditions, in order to create and sustain competitive advantages. 
Furthermore, Teece (2011) suggests that since intangible assets are 
heterogeneous (i.e., difficult to imitate for competitors), they will provide a 
higher strategic value than tangible assets (in a farming context, tangible 
assets can be land, machinery, housing).  

The strategic orientations – entrepreneurial orientation, market 
orientation, and Lean production orientation in paper I – are examples of 
intangible resources (i.e. farmers learning and know-how), and therefore are 
unique to every farm. If treated as intangible resources in the dynamic 
capabilities framework, the strategic orientations in paper I can be 
recognized as valuable assets. If dynamic capabilities are conceptualized as 
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the embodiment of intangible resources, the value of different dynamic 
capabilities can be recognized and measured. The value for the farmer is to 
understand the level of uniqueness and how these intangible resources can 
help with improving farm performance, and, in the end, farm survival.  

This type of entrepreneurship requires constant improvement work and 
reexamination of proven methods, and it may take persistence to stand out 
from the community and the social context in which farmers exist.  

6.2 Cultural intolerance and standing out 
Cultural intolerance in Scandinavia and Jante involves a code of conduct 

which disincentivizes standing out from the crowd. Findings in the scoping 
review showed that the related Tall Poppy Syndrome ensured entrepreneurs 
purposefully stayed under the radar when talking about their business 
(Kirkwood and Warren, 2020). Based on the results in paper II, it can be 
assumed that Jante has an effect on farm entrepreneurship as well.  

In paper II, Jante’s impact on the advice given was a surprise. The 
findings are interesting as advisors often act as knowledge facilitators. Thus, 
if the advisor working with the farmer scores high or low in Jante, the 
learning process becomes influenced by the persons “Janteness”. 
Furthermore, in hypothetical terms, if that person were to give advice to 
someone who may come from a non-entrepreneurial environment, it could 
become a barrier to engagement in entrepreneurial activities. The findings 
indicate that there are different levels of Janteness, if these factors are not 
taken into consideration, targeted contributions may be completely 
ineffective.  

Paper II showed how Jante can be operationalized and the effects it has 
on the advice given. Future research could build on the work in paper II by 
including both the advisors’ and the farmers’ Jante-profiles. Based on this 
profiling, a discussion could take place on the potential influence from the 
advice given and whether the farmer carries out any entrepreneurial activities 
based on the discussion (and advice given). Through the improved model, an 
updated survey could be sent out as a pilot to refine the instrument. A 
qualitative study could also be conducted with a sample of advisors and 
farmers to examine the advisor and their client’s perception of Jante.  
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The farm advisor’s Janteness is likely to affect some individuals more 
than others, and may depend on the farmer’s self-concept. The 
entrepreneur’s self-concept can be operationalized through the FSI 
framework, leading to the next part of the discussion, the founder identity of 
the farm entrepreneur. 

6.3 Founder identity: Darwinians, Communitarians and 
Missionaries  

How farmers pursue entrepreneurship becomes a reflection of themselves 
as entrepreneurs. Although farmers identity is complex and cannot easily be 
categorized and reduced into groups (Iles et al., 2020), whereas Fitz-Koch 
(2020) posited that categorizing entrepreneurial identities can be valuable 
when attempting to understand how opportunities are valued differently 
among entrepreneurs. Further, Powell and Baker (2014) found a distinct 
difference in strategic responses from different founder identities. Thus, how 
the entrepreneur self-identifies affects outcomes.  

Findings from the scoping review shows, in line with the identity groups 
by Sieger et al. (2016), how entrepreneurs act on different opportunities. 
Some entrepreneurs may act on opportunities that benefit social value (Ko 
and Kim, 2020), where others my act on cost-efficiency to increase profits 
(Fauchart and Gruber, 2011), or act on supporting their local community 
(Sieger et al. 2016). Even if faming is complex in nature, categorization can 
help farmers and advisors when discussing new opportunities (e.g. whether 
to invest in a solar power park at the farm in order to deliver power to the 
nearby community), market changes (e.g. consumer trend changes, demand 
and quality on produce), and value adding strategies (e.g. investing in small-
scale and value adding through product development). In this situation, the 
advisor would be able to adapt the advice given to the farmer depending on 
the farmer’s founder identity. It can also help the farmer to understand their 
own motivations for being in business, which in turn can help to define 
business goals and what opportunities they may benefit from.  

Furthermore, the FSI framework can help researchers investigate the 
presence of different types of entrepreneurial identities and whether certain 
identities might be more common in different branches of agriculture. The 
investigation could be broad and, by mapping the presence of identity 
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groups, the results could help unpack the motivations behind farming. The 
results could also provide information on things like social entrepreneurship 
in the context of farming. 

6.4 Conclusions 
From identifying and operationalizing strategic orientations (such as EO, 

MO, LPO) in paper I, have contributed to an understanding of how farmers 
strategically respond to competitive intensity, and in turn how this influences 
their performance. To avoid the race to the bottom, i.e. where productivity 
improvements lead to lower costs and market prices, but not improved 
margins (Taylor and Ömer, 2019)—farmers may consider alternative 
strategies, such as those that include developing their market orientation, 
which allows them to grow with the market rather than becoming a victim of 
structural change and rationalization. Often, the main choice is to either grow 
in size or, therefore, benefit from cost-efficiency, or to differentiate and gain 
a deeper understanding of market mechanisms and what customers want, and 
deliver greater value than competitors.  

Further, the findings contribute to an understanding of how advice on 
pursuing entrepreneurial activities, such as innovation, new types of 
production, and product diversification, can be influenced by the sender of a 
message. This is important as cultural ties, characterized by Janteness, may 
lead to fewer entrepreneurial activities in agriculture. This contributes to 
knowledge on why farmers differ in their strategic choice, as biased advice 
may inhibit the perceived room for maneuvering.  

Swedish farmers fall into different groups of entrepreneurs in line with 
the FSI framework. These identity groups are Darwinians (driven by profit 
and success), Communitarians (driven by a desire to serve the community), 
and Missionaries (driven by a greater cause). The social identity framework 
provides us with information on Swedish farmers’ social motivation to stay 
in business, and the rationale of the farm entrepreneur. It also uncovers how 
the identity groups view business opportunities and their motivations to 
reach their goals and achieve desired outcomes. 
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6.5 Limitations 

The thesis has contributed to research by conceptualizing farmer’s 
strategic orientations, farm advisors Janteness and the effect on advice given, 
and founder social identity in farmers. There are limitations found in the 
many perceptions of concepts, such as the many definitions of the 
entrepreneur. If there is a lack of consensus to the meaning or definition of a 
concept, it creates uncertainty in how the respondent interprets the question, 
and also how we can interpret the results. However, there are also limitations 
to take into consideration. The work is limited by the conceptualizations and 
operationalization choices in the papers. For example, the results will be 
limited based on the choice of measurements used in the survey, which in 
turn can become the limitation of a specific concept. The choice of scale can 
limit how the results can be compared to other studies. For example, in paper 
I, the choice of using a Likert scale makes it difficult to compare results to 
other studies using a semantic differential scale.  

The sample groups used may also be a limitation. In paper II, the groups 
were homogeneous groups of students of the same age with similar 
backgrounds, making any generalization of the results difficult. Furthermore, 
the real-world scenarios in paper II are limiting since they simplify a much 
more complex real-life situation. The sample group in paper III was of full-
time farmers. This limits the knowledge to full-time farmers only and cannot 
be applied to part-time farmers or micro farmers, who were not represented. 

Finally, limitations also include that e.g. paper I, conservative posture was 
used to measure EO, i.e. the findings show that farmers’ strategic response 
is not to be risk-adverse, however, it is not possible to conclude if they take 
risks as these questions were not measured in the survey. Also, in paper II 
the hypotheses were driven by a theory that is not confirmed, therefore the 
data had to be explored, and the main effect on advice given was a surprise. 
Lastly, paper III is still a manuscript that is not peer-reviewed, and therefore 
the scientific contribution and is still unknown.   
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Just like in many other industries, Swedish agriculture is in constant flux. 
There are many factors that influence farmers’ strategic choices. The 
rationalization of agriculture has created larger, but fewer, farms, increasing 
competition. In a way, rationalization has improved the farming methods for 
producing food, but the increasing volumes this has created has caused the 
sale prices to fall, further increasing competition. Within this environment, 
it is important to understand how farmer’s self-identification as 
entrepreneurs influences strategic choices, and how these choices affect farm 
performance. 

This thesis sought answers to these questions by sending out 
questionnaires to Swedish farmers. The findings showed that when farmers’ 
feel pressure from competitors, market orientation was found to give the best 
payoff (in relation to perceived performance in the farm business), on the 
other hand, efficiency (in the form of Lean) is a chosen strategy but does not 
result in improved financial performance. An entrepreneurial orientation (in 
this case risk-averse) was not a strategic choice for the farmers in this case. 
A development of the model that was created can in the future be used, for 
example, to benchmark Swedish agriculture. 

Furthermore, the impact of the Scandinavian phenomenon of Jante (a 
social code, similar to Tall Poppy Syndrome) on advice given to a farmer 
was investigated. The findings showed that the advisor's own Jante level 
(which was measured with Jante's ten laws originally laid out by Axel 
Sandemose) influenced how they gave advice. A person who, for example, 
can be described as having a strong Jante mentality, tends to give less 
entrepreneurial advice. This is interesting as it suggests that, depending on 
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the Janteness of the advisor, there may be an effect on a farmer’s strategic 
choices around investments or possible investments on the farm.  

The farmer's self-perceived identity may also play a part in how they view 
the role of entrepreneur. By examining farmers’ social identity, the findings 
show that different entrepreneurial identities are related to different 
sustainability goals. These can affect the ways the entrepreneur views 
opportunities that arise, and which opportunities are of interest to them based 
on their identity profile. These results create an opportunity for further 
research on the importance of categorizing entrepreneurs for advisers, and 
may be of use when planning, for example, policy documents that aim to 
stimulate entrepreneurship in agriculture. 
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Precis som i många andra branscher befinner sig det svenska lantbruket i 
en konstant förändring. Det finns många faktorer som påverkar lantbrukarens 
strategiska val. Rationaliseringen av lantbruket har skapat större, men färre 
gårdar som i sin tur skapat andra konkurrensförhållanden. På ett sätt har 
rationaliseringen förbättrat jordbrukets metoder att producera livsmedel, 
samtidigt har den ökande volymen bidragit till att försäljningspriset sjunkit, 
vilket också bidrar till priskonkurrens. Vad gör lantbrukaren för strategiska 
val i denna miljö, och hur identifierar sig lantbrukarna som entreprenörer? 

Denna doktorsavhandling sökte svar på dessa frågor genom att skicka ut 
frågeformulär till svenska lantbrukare. I analysen framkom det att när 
lantbrukare upplever en ökad konkurrens, är marknadsorientering det 
strategiska val som anses ge bäst utdelning (i förhållande till upplevd 
prestation i lantbruksföretaget), men samtidigt upplevs effektivitet (i form av 
Lean), som strategi, inte ge samma utdelning. Entreprenörsorientering (i 
detta fall att vara riskobenägen) var inte ett strategiskt val i detta fall. En 
utveckling av modellen som skapades kan i framtiden användas till exempel 
till benchmark inom svenskt jordbruk. 

Vidare undersöktes om det skandinaviska fenomenet Jantelagen påverkan 
för råd som ges till en lantbrukare. Resultatet visade att rådgivarens egen 
Jantenivå (vilket mättes genom att använda de Jantes tio lagar av Axel 
Sandemose) påverkade hur de gav råd. En person som exempelvis har ett 
högt inslag av Jantementalitet, tenderar att ge mindre entreprenöriella råd. 
Detta är intressant eftersom det kan möjligtvis kan påverka hur en 
lantbrukare agerar, beroende på vilken Jantementalitet som rådgivaren har i 
en situation som kan handla om investeringar eller möjliga investeringar som 
lantbrukaren står inför. 
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Lantbrukarens egenuppfattade identitet kan även det spela en roll i hur de 
ser på rollen som entreprenör. Genom att undersöka lantbrukarens sociala 
identitet visar det sig att olika entreprenöriella identiteter har olika huvudmål. 
Dessa huvudmål kan ge sig till uttryck i hur entreprenören ser på möjligheter 
som uppstå, men också vilka möjligheter som är intressant baserat på 
identitetsprofil. Dessa resultat skapar möjlighet till vidare forskning om 
betydelsen av att kategorisera entreprenörer för rådgivare, men även vid 
utformning av exempelvis policy dokument som syftar till att stimulera 
entreprenörskap inom lantbruket. 
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