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ABSTRACT 
As a complement to previous studies about barriers to development of business models (BM) 
and innovation in agriculture and agri-food, conducted in retrospective, this study were 
conducted during the pressure of an ongoing barrier in form of a crisis caused by the extreme 
drought of the summer 2018. The situation caused major challenges for Swedish farmers, and 
I was wondering how such an ongoing stressful situation affect strategic management and 
innovation of the farms? Hence, behaviours and thinking during the drought were studied by 
semi-structured in-depth interviews with six farmers in the southern part of Sweden. The paper 
answer to calls about further exploring how rural entrepreneurs absorb and recover from 
shocks (Korsgaard, Müller and Tanvig, 2014), and entrepreneurial strategies in agriculture to 
understand under what circumstances or among which type of farms an increased 
entrepreneurial orientation (EO) can lead to increased performance (Dias et al., 2019; Veidal 
and Flaten, 2014). Some general considerations appeared in the study. First, the farmers were 
hesitant about the word "crisis", as there are other things that have been much worse for them, 
both private and concerning not transitory business problems. Second, the mental stress was 
emphasized. Third, the effects of strategic planning, of both management, innovation, 
learning, and approach of stressful situations were illustrated. Mind-set, experiences and 
learning, and self-leadership were facilitating factors that emerged in the study. The study 
indicate that crisis creates new ways of thinking and acting, both in terms of new 
collaborations, innovative working methods, and product and process development, hence 
suggest that developed EO can lead to increased performance during stressful situations. 
Further, the importance of strategic long term discussions about both life situation and the 
business is emphasized. The paper also highlights some important factors when approaching 
challenges and strains, and complement previous research about barriers to BMI conducted 
in retrospective. This increased understanding is useful both for researchers and practice 
working with entrepreneurs and business development to facilitate prioritization of efforts and 
activities. 
 
KEY WORDS: Agriculture, strategic management, innovation, crises, business model 
innovation 
 
 
 
Introduction 
Many studies investigate barriers to development of business models (BM) and innovation 
and how entrepreneurs act and approach those (e.g.Chesbrough, 2007, 2010; Sandberg & 
Aarikka-Stenroos, 2014). In agriculture and agri-food, studies reviewing barriers to business 
model innovation (BMI) (e.g.Tell et al., 2016; Ulvenblad et al., 2018), and ways of developing 
sustainable BMs have been conducted (Franceschelli, Santoro, & Candelo, 2018), as well as 
barriers to sustainable business model innovation (SBMI) from the farmer perspective 
(Cederholm Björklund, 2018). However, these studies, have been conducted in retrospective. 
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There is a risk with studies relating to challenges and obstacles afterwards, a risk of the 
interviewee giving a nuanced picture of the situation, which could have been different if the 
study was carried out during an ongoing stressful situation. 
 
I was given the opportunity to qualitatively study behaviour and thinking during an ongoing 
stressful situation caused by the extreme drought of the summer 2018, which resulted in major 
challenges for Swedish farmers. These challenges did not cease when the rain came in late 
August, but affected farmers for much longer due to, among other things, a lack of feed, and 
difficulties in sending animals to slaughter, with a very strained economy as a result. I was 
wondering how such an ongoing stressful situation affect strategic management and 
innovation of the farms? 
 
The study supplement previous research, and answer to calls to further explore how rural 
entrepreneurs absorb and recover from shocks (Korsgaard, Müller, & Tanvig, 2015), and to 
further study entrepreneurial strategies in agriculture to understand under what circumstances 
or among which type of farms an increased entrepreneurial orientation (EO) can lead to 
increased performance (Dias, Rodrigues, & Ferreira, 2019; Veidal & Flaten, 2014). Research 
also call for further investigation of the relationships between strategy, BMI, organizational 
learning, leadership, entrepreneurship and change management (Lambert & Davidson, 2013), 
as well as the change in approach towards long-term growth, instead of short-term which have 
dominated recently, since sustainability aspects of entrepreneurs can contribute to long-term 
profitability and transition towards a sustainable society (Acs, Audretsch, Braunerhjelm, & 
Carlsson, 2012; Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011). 
 
 
Theoretical framework 

Resource-based view of strategic management  

The resource-based view (RBV) of strategic management, i.e. ways to manage consciously 
developed plans to deal with a situation (Mintzberg, 1987), focus on the characteristics of firm 
resources that can contribute to a sustainable competitive advantage (J. Barney, 1991; J. B. 
Barney, 1986). By examining on business-level, how or why resources contribute to the 
advantage of one firm over another in a particular product or market (e.g. J. Barney, 1991), 
the question of how to compete is important in determining the RBV's potential contributions 
to strategic management (Priem & Butler, 2001). In agriculture, the business is heavily 
dependent on the farmer, hence the skills and knowledge possessed by the farmer him or 
herself therefore becomes important resources.  
 
For farmers, with small family businesses, the individual learning and leadership get 
implications for the business. The mind-set, individual emotions and cognitions of the 
entrepreneur largely affects the development and entrepreneurial processes (Shepherd, 
2015), and the self-leadership, i.e. the ability to lead oneself, as for example setting goals for 
desired own development, follow up and reflect on the development, in other words - creating 
the life and way of living wanted by oneself (Neck & Manz, 2010). Hence, entrepreneurial 
competences helps to manage internal operations within the farm business, but to relate to 
environmental challenges, agricultural entrepreneurs need to adopt an appropriate 
entrepreneurial orientation (Ibidunni et al., 2018).  
 
Entrepreneurial orientation 

Entrepreneurial Orientation (EO) is a driving force behind entrepreneurial activities, and a 
concept widespread in the literature about entrepreneurship, implicating a strategic orientation 
of entrepreneurial strategy-making processes (Covin & Wales, 2012; Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; 
Rauch, Wiklund, Lumpkin, & Frese, 2009). Entrepreneurship scholars examine EO to find 
explanations for business performance (Wiklund & Shepherd, 2005), and EO reflects how a 
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business operates, rather than what it does (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). There is an increasing 
consensus in the mainstream literature that the concept consists of innovativeness, risk-taking 
and proactiveness and that a developed EO is facilitating decision making, innovation and 
business performance (Dias et al., 2019; Rauch et al., 2009; Wiklund & Shepherd, 2005), also 
in agriculture (Grande, Madsen, & Borch, 2011; Ibidunni et al., 2018; Methorst, 2016; Verhees, 
Kuipers, & Klopcic, 2011). However, there are different ways of defining EO. For example 
Miller (1983) emphasize simultaneous exhibition of innovativeness, risk-taking and 
proactiveness, while Lumpkin and Dess (1996) highlights the process, practices and activities 
to proactive decisions to meet market opportunities, and Zahra and Neubaum (1998) define 
EO as “the sum total of a firm’s radical innovation, proactive strategic action, and risk taking 
activities that are manifested in support of projects with uncertain outcomes” (Zahra & 
Neubaum, 1998, p. 124). Innovation can be defined in many ways, and scholars agree that 
innovation create some kind of change, but the word innovation is still an umbrella term 
including a myriad of types. The innovation purpose and who innovates, are two core aspects 
when defining the orientation of the innovation (Edwards-Schachter, 2018). In this study we 
see innovation as development with new ways to think and act, which may involve developed 
products, processes or individuals. 
 
There are contradictory studies discussing the importance of access to capital, and the 
engagement in the environment combined with EO to enhance performance (Wiklund & 
Shepherd, 2005), or emphasizing a focus on efficiency and managerial skills rather than 
enhancing EO, to improve farm business performance, since a high EO can imply negative 
financial performance (Veidal & Flaten, 2014). Studies also emphasise the complexity of the 
relationships in the concept, and the importance of the unique context in the performance 
implications of EO (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996). However, there are few studies in the agricultural 
sector (Pindado & Sánchez, 2017; Rauch et al., 2009; Veidal & Flaten, 2014), and the existing 
ones are mainly conducted in Asian and American countries with a quantitative approach (Dias 
et al., 2019). Hence, more research into entrepreneurial strategies is necessary to understand 
under what circumstances or among which type of farms an increased EO can lead to 
increased performance (Dias et al., 2019; Veidal & Flaten, 2014). 
 
 
Design of the study 
Method and case selection 

To create a deep understanding of the situation and the thoughts, mental and social processes 
taking place within and with the farmers, a qualitative approach were applied. Dealing with 
soft issues such as meanings, mind-set and thoughts behind actions and decisions are not 
suitable for quantification or measuring (Bell, Bryman, & Harley, 2018), and deep 
understanding is needed to be able to find the underlying meanings (Wolcott, 2008). In 
October 2018, semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with six farmers in the 
southern part of Sweden, where the drought were perceived to have caused major challenges 
due to the high temperatures and lack of rain during the summer. The cases were selected by 
recommendations from agricultural advisors when searching for farmers with different 
production focus, located in the south west of Sweden, earning their living by the business, 
and having employees. During the interviews, issues such as business model development, 
management, thoughts, actions, and learnings from ongoing and previous crises etc. were 
discussed. The interviews were recorded, transcribed and coded in the analysis software 
NVivo 12, and analysed by reading and re-reading, going back and forth to discover patterns 
in the answers and conversations. The analysis started with an inductive approach, and 
developed to an abductive, considering data and theory in tandem (Alvesson & Kärreman, 
2007). The patterns of entrepreneurial orientation emerged during the analysis and helped 
form the final structure of this paper.  The method was chosen in line with Wolcott (2008), who 
argue that the purpose with qualitative research is not to aggregate all collected data, but to 
distinguish the essence with help from sufficient context. 
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Data and findings 

Strategic management and development  

Farming activities in many cases are inherited through generations. In cases where future 
generation in the family is not interested in taking over, thoughts are discussed about how 
employees can be involved to take over the business, and options for the future. Likewise, 
how employees' competences can complement each other and create conditions for a 
sustainable business. Further, thoughts about agriculture as self-employment, and the feeling 
of not knowing what else to do were discussed. 

The strategic planning is held at different levels. Some are planning for a year, and others for 
a few years. All discuss strategic issues within the family, and also bank contacts, auditors, 
production advisors and other farmers are used to discuss strategic issues. It appears that the 
crisis has led to increased awareness of more long-term strategic planning, and both the family 
and the business itself are stated to be reasons for this: "We will probably use this dry offer 
for advice, but I will probably not use either of xxx [regular advisory organizations], but I will 
pay one hour and get five hours to get future structure of the business. Not for my sake, but 
for my wife, my family and the employees' sake." 

Likewise, thoughts are discussed about the importance and meaning of strategic planning, 
and how these issues changed character during the ongoing crisis situation. Examples are 
given of how the strategic thinking regarding land acquisition has changed, the cautiousness 
and strategic planning for acquisition of land. However, there is also a scepticism about 
strategic planning, and the importance of how such a plan can control the development, since 
the world and surrounding environment changes rapidly. Most of the farmers have some kind 
of strategic plan, but not written in a document, but in the head of the farmers.  

Awareness that growth and larger businesses have some advantages, but also entail 
increased vulnerability is also discussed. A farmer who has experienced a previous drying 
crisis in the early 90s says: “We have better machines now - combo drills and such. We did 
much better now than we did then. Then the livestock is so much bigger now so it affects more 
than it did at that time. So in this way you become more vulnerable. ” 

In several cases, the interest in environmental sustainability drives the development of the 
farms. Biogas is given as one example of how to increase the environmental sustainability, 
and the environmental interest also determine investments in for example a direct seeder for 
minimized soil compaction and increased carbon binding, although it is not economically 
justifiable.  

When discussing crisis support from authorities, the farmers' view of the actual 
entrepreneurship and their challenges as agricultural entrepreneurs emerges. Some see 
themselves as entrepreneurs and reflect on the responsibility that this role entails: “You have 
your own responsibility. Should all companies which goes bad just say - oh, now we have to 
have money? It can't be that either. Now, agriculture is a little special thing, but it is a small 
company actually. ” 

Another farmer highlights the agricultural entrepreneur's challenge: "The entrepreneur's 
challenge is not the daily job, but it is the business management forward." 

An example of how the farmer needs to think about the business economy and the time spent 
is given: "There is not so much farmer in stores, and apparently it is very trustworthy, and yes 
I could imagine doing it, but I have to take quite a lot of money for participating there. Not that 
I want to make a lot of money, but I have an alternative employment here at home ... short of 
time is the largest obstacle in this company - I have to think so. If I do one hour [activity outside 
the company], another must be removed, or may I do it a little faster. ” 
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One farmer reflects on his development as an entrepreneur since they took over the farm 10 
years ago: "Then I was probably not really good ... It was more drive. Shit what we were 
driving, but shit what a pain it is. You couldn't cope with it always. After all, life has its crises, 
and a few years ago I came out on the other side and felt that hell, now I feel really good. I 
went to a therapist who turned the mirror towards me, and that is useful. I can't really say what 
happened, but then I think I became a much better entrepreneur as well. I felt myself becoming 
a better person. It was life that came between, and it is connected to me”. 

In several conversations, the farmers expressed that they already from the beginning knew 
what they wanted/did not want. For example, some of them did not want to be as tied up as 
their parents, and explain their decisions and choices to also enable to hire staff.   

Self-leadership and mind-set, awareness and learning 

In the conversations, examples are given of how self-leadership and mind-set affect the 
farmers' work and life, and they discuss what they want and how they want it. Several of the 
farmers express a will to work less, but still works more than they want to, mainly because the 
care about the work load of the employees, which in most cases are one or few outside the 
family.  

The importance of being comfortable and feeling well is reflected in the conversations. 
Combining agriculture with being elected in a regional farmer member organisation is a way 
of feeling good for one of the farmers: “It is the combination I like… that's why I am elected as 
well… it is not the most profitable or best for the farm's care, but I feel better of doing that". 

Another farmer who chose to leave a machine collaboration explains how he thought about 
that decision: "I sat here and felt bad in the middle of the sowing, when I did not get the 
cooperation to work. Then it was necessary to get out of it, to dare to take the step, to dare to 
believe that we can handle this ourselves in some way”. 

In contract writing, it is often the price that controls, but here are also given examples of 
transport and logistics solutions that play a major role, in order to get a sustainable work 
situation without too much stress. 

The situation after the summer drought is mentally stressful, and awareness of this and how 
they should relate to this stress is very much reflected in the conversations: “I will have more 
drops, but it is mostly the mental bit to be prepared for it and consciousness. Then I know that 
ok, I am tired and half-tempered half a day. Then you have to settle in time next night and so 
nine hours later you feel better ... Then I think I have ... when I talk to myself then [laughing], 
then I try to have some kind of strategy to handle it." 

The mental stress is facilitated by age and experience in the industry: “Pure psychic, it can be 
a lot harder if, for example, you had been newly started. If only one can hold out, there is 
something good too. It has always done that, and it will always do”. 

The farmers give several examples of positive mind-set and opportunity focus: “We lose half 
the harvest this year. But there will be new years to come. We have sown like a fool in the fall 
so that we'll take us through, and the bank is with me if I need liquidity insurance”. 

Although the harvest has been halved, a farmer gives examples that he does not put energy 
into pondering over what he cannot influence himself, but chooses to see the positive in the 
situation: "What should you do? You can't do anything about it. It went easy to thresh. It went 
fast and smoothly [laughing]. " 

Another farmer reflects on what it means to be solution-focused, and the business 
opportunities that can arise: "Are you now in a crisis focused on solutions, then it is nice to be 
able to find it too? That we are not only looking at half harvest. Is the glass half full or half 
empty? That perspective - but what can we do? What are our challenges? What can we ... all 
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of a sudden in the summer, it was a giant market for irrigation that had not been used in 30 
years maybe, but they could use them. ” 

When discussing and reflecting on learning and experience from this and previous crises, 
several examples are given that experience has significance for both learning and safety: 
“Experience has enormous significance. It definitely has. We fixed it then [the previous crisis], 
and we’ll fix this also - only the product prices are up, so you do not get a depression in the 
settlement prices at the same time as something like this, there is no strange thing about this, 
it will be solved. " 

Ups and downs are something to be counted on as an agricultural entrepreneur and the 
farmers show awareness of this: "So there were a number of tough years that we went 
through, but it belongs to this industry also in one way or another". Another farmer gives 
examples of this by telling us that "Then it turned and has been good for the last two or three 
years. It is like turning just like that [turning his hand]. So one should not give up”. 

Experience also means that farmers have the opportunity to act quickly and a farmer share 
the learning after the summer drought: “You should be on your toes even more if you say so. 
Partly with efforts in the plant culture, because it is very important to do at the right time. So 
when it is dry or raining, then you need to get out, and if it is going to be fertilizer then you 
have to put it then. Then you have to release everything else because it is at that time it is 
useful. If you wait then it's too late. ” 

The farmers reflect on and discuss the word crisis, which is used in both media and the 
questions in these interviews. Several of them argue that this type of setback or barrier is 
something that entrepreneurs may expect, and that the word crisis can be too big in this 
context. 

“I think it's a big word with a crisis, because... that's such things that happens. 1992 was also 
such a year when it was awkward, and it is luckily not very often it happens, but sometimes it 
happens and that is something one should bring with in some way, so that crisis, yes, it is a 
big word. ” 

"This is a road bump among all the others, so it's like ... crisis it's too big a word I really think 
to use for this. Sure, it has been a little awkward, but it is a variation that one may try to 
manage." 

 
Innovation 

By monitoring the outside world and interest in environmental issues and method 
development, farmers keep up-to-date and are inspired to both innovative working methods 
and equipment. There are several examples of how the interviewees think of development 
and gather knowledge from different parts of the world. Some farmers have studied cultivation 
experiments done in France with the aim of improving the environment and the climate by 
binding carbon in the soil and processing the soil less with direct seed in intermediate crops. 
One farmer is a member of a Danish association that works with environmental improvement 
methods, and advocate the international concept of Conservation Agriculture, which he is 
interested in. Another farmer has studied a rice cultivation in California where a method of 
reducing carbon dioxide emissions is used, which he is considering bringing to Sweden and 
develop to use in grain cultivation: "There is a New Zealand machine that works in a different 
way. It is hardly found in Sweden. There are not so many of these that I have bought either...” 

Business model innovation is also discussed in the conversations, and one farmer tells about 
a new possible business model to sell climate benefits to companies who want to ease their 
heart: “I believe that we in the agriculture could sell our climate benefit to those who want to 
clean their soul. For example, Preem would be able to buy a number of hectares of binding of 
carbon from me. That would be awesome.” 
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One farmer has recently been in Austria and studied a business model where all pig producers 
are affiliated with a common organization that, together with slaughterhouses, trade and 
government, sets the market price weekly: “I think we should look at this. Then it would have 
been handled in a completely different way with the drought. I mean, if we do not get paid then 
it is not working – if we should have this amount of meat. Then it is important to have balance 
there all the time. But it will never be introduced here [in Sweden]. ” 

The view of innovation is illustrated by one farmer who reflects on whether he works 
innovatively: "Innovative ... I do not know  ... I feel that I cannot change that much. So I question 
everything, almost all the time. If we can do it in one way or another, with the resources we 
have. If you are satisfied then it usually goes backwards I say. ” 

Another farmer reflects on how he works with innovation: “I do not take the first step and I am 
not the first on new technology. I can sometimes be attracted, but I'm a little too coward and 
too bad on technology too. So others will do those innovation pieces.” 

Innovation is encouraged and initiated in different ways. One farm makes a plant culture 
experiment and has invested in technology to be able to develop a new cultivation method. 
The purpose is partly less climate impact, partly less soil compaction and partly better 
nutritional content in the crops. This attempt was initiated in dialogue with the plant cultivation 
advisor. The farmers say that they learn from other farmers' experiences and mistakes, and 
finds new methods for, for example, cultivation, conversion of machines or stall construction: 
“It is the colleagues who have the solutions. I have almost solely acted on their mistakes when 
designing the new stable.” 

There are also examples of innovation driven by needs, where one farmer explains that they 
bought equipment from Italy, but that the equipment was too small and needed to be rebuilt 
to keep the farmer's conditions: ”Our neighbour is blacksmith, so he has rebuilt and modified 
and so. And we have built our own stuff. So it worked great. They have been here from Italy 
and looked at what he has built and improved their stuff directly from the factory. ” 

Through contacts from a grower's meeting during the summer, new odd plants have been 
tested on a farm: "One discuss and think and, what the hell, it must work. It is warm and nice 
weather yet, and if it starts to rain, it is very strong power in the soil…. So I called and talked 
to the guy who was on the field walk, and yes out of that… ” 

 
Risk and proactivity  

Risk is a concept that is discussed and reflected highly by the farmers, which provide 
examples of risk awareness, risk willingness, risk taking, risk spreading, opportunities and 
proactivity. 

Risk willingness and risk taking 

It is difficult to calculate how long the purchased and own feed from the current year is lasting. 
“I am unable to judge how much there is in a large tin can in time perspective. If it ends already 
in February so it will be a crisis. Is it enough for May-June, then we will be able to handle it. ” 

It is risky to run a family business, given the vulnerability. "We have had three tough private 
health items in the family [diseases and deaths], which is tough when you are in them and 
strengthens when you go out of it ... That autumn it was a number of times when I just let 
everything here go and drove ... so it stood still that year. We managed it on an ongoing basis. 
My staff had to be prepared for me to just leave ... It puts perspective in the long run, if you 
stand up for such things, even if I have been sleepless for many nights because I lost millions 
of money, it is just market values ... ” 

One farmer explains that he was influenced by a colleagues' situations and fate. He gives 
examples from conversations with a colleague who put themselves in bankruptcy, and that 



Cederholm Björklund   Page 8 of 14 
 

 
 17th Rural Entrepreneurship Conference, Impact Hub Inverness/UHI 

17-19th June 2019 

the colleague was relatively prepared after some time discussions with the bank etc. However, 
the colleague tells how the wife and the three teenage children are affected by the decision, 
how it is spoken in the school and how they are forced to move from the farm to an apartment. 
The farmer summarizes his reflections: “Everyone who is in crisis now will not be farmers in 
one or two years. Hopefully they are the ones who take the decisions. One and the other will 
be helped to make the decisions as well. This is so extensive this drought. After all, it's the 
real side ... Some change jobs, someone changes partners. It belongs to life, even to us. But 
it is a little bigger, because it pulls with the farm and everything. ” 

Being a small entrepreneur with few employees means dependency and greater risk. The 
crisis has led to some farmers choosing safer production and reduce risk taking somewhat. 
For example, crops that are relatively safe are grown instead of crops that are very popular. 
Previous crisis situations have created awareness of risk: “After 1992, I think much more about 
risk. I was not so involved in the farm then, but I do know that mom and dad ... after -92 I think 
they changed - with becoming more cautious in a completely different way." 

The risks have been reduced by being proactive and buying feed to have stock in case of 
challenges such as drought. "We buy feed as early as possible in order for our own grain to 
last as long as possible." The importance of being proactive and acting quickly is emphasized: 
"In June I noticed that, shit - this goes to hell, so I bought grain from last year.” 

Securing prices and writing agreements are other new ways this year, to reduce risk taking. 
There are also risks from outside which the farmers themselves cannot directly influence, but 
which they constantly live with: “The biggest problem is the wild boar. They are putting the 
spanner in the wheel for everything. It is pure disaster. It takes on the psyche and everything, 
so you have made the fields so that they are finished and when you are going to take the first 
harvest everything is destroyed. It's as stressful as the drought. " 

Activities in the outside world and debates in the media with, for example, the impact of Nature 
Conservation Societies and animal rights activists, among other things, create psychological 
pressure on agriculture, which means that the business is seen as risky. “You feel a bit pointed 
out, and I ponder just as much how to handle this in the future if it will be this or that? That is 
why I feel we need to reduce the debts a little faster. It is not sure that we can continue." 

Risk diversification and opportunities 

Developing and diversifying the farm business is seen as a way to minimize and spread risk, 
but also to create opportunities for development. By being proactive and increase control more 
and more on a larger part of the chain, conditions are created to cope with stress of various 
kinds. For example, one farmer invested in a mill facility to gain control of freight and deliveries 
and not to buy as much feed. Another farmer explains his development thoughts about owning 
most of the processing steps: “The largest risk reduction would be not to dare to invest at all. 
Then there is no development at all. We are not there, but we take on the processing stage, 
picking home it bit by bit ... insemination and having own breeding." 

Lust and development focus can also justify high risk taking: “None of us thought it was fun to 
imagine empty houses here on the farm, so we worked through a venture for one year and 
more than doubled the loan debt. Loan-financed completely and counted backwards on how 
much sows we would need to have a full-time midwife in the stable, and then we just dropped 
below the limit on notification duty.” 

One farmer has never had contracts with animal transport and slaughterhouse. He has relied 
on personal contacts with the animal carrier. He has seen advantages and opportunities in 
being able to give and take and act quickly with his personal contact with the carrier. After the 
carrier has been laid off by the slaughterhouse, the farmer has had problems with getting rid 
of the animals.  

Business development is motivated both by opportunities for development but also by safety 
and risk reduction for future owners / generations. The farmers see opportunities to develop 
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their businesses and new investments is implemented despite the situation. Importance of 
anticipate risks and to be prepared is also highlighted, not least to satisfy the requirements of 
the bank. One farmer reflects on the risk taking with the investment: “It is hell as much money, 
but I think…. It's a gamble this ...” 

Age and experience can affect both risk taking, innovation and proactivity. In the conversation, 
examples are given that the energy for running new projects or development is of importance. 
Age and experience also create safety, calmness and stability: “Then you start to get old, so 
now you have no such strategies or goals that you have to come up with a lot of stuff… Now 
it is important to keep it in order and so…. while I feel that I can take the life a little easier also 
in a way. So it will work out. At least when you feel that you have a fairly stable business”. 

 

Discussion and conclusions 

Agriculture is embedded in a complex environment (McElwee, 2006; Smith, McElwee, & 
Somerville, 2017), were for example agricultural activities impact the environment to a larger 
extent than other sectors (Pindado & Sánchez, 2017), and farmer families are embedded and 
affected by the cultural environment and rural context in a way that distinguishes them from 
other entrepreneurs in for example urban areas (Anderson & Gaddefors, 2016; Jack & 
Anderson, 2002; Korsgaard, Ferguson, & Gaddefors, 2015; McKeever, Jack, & Anderson, 
2015). Hence, farmers have unique challenges and conditions through both the complexity of 
working with nature and living animals, and by running family businesses in rural areas. 
Extreme weather conditions, such as the drought of the summer 2018 therefore significantly 
affect both the famers, their families and their businesses.  

Entrepreneurial farmers and businesses  

According to Carter (1998), farmers have traditionally been entrepreneurial, but in mainstream 
entrepreneurship research, farmers are generally not considered entrepreneurial and the 
mainstream entrepreneurship research largely has overlooked the agricultural sector (Fitz-
Koch, Nordqvist, Carter, & Hunter, 2018). The entrepreneurial perspective can be discussed 
by examining innovation and risk taking, using the definition by Miller (1983) who describes 
the characteristics of an entrepreneurial business as: “An entrepreneurial firm is one that 
engages in product market innovation, undertakes somewhat risky ventures, and is first to 
come up with “proactive” innovations, beating competitors to the punch” (Miller, 1983, p. 771).  

Farmers primarily aim to create a sustainable life on the farm for themselves and their families, 
and for future generations. They also try to solve environmental and societal needs in the rural 
areas. It can be discussed if the farmers are aiming to ”beat the competitors to the punsch”, 
as Miller (1983) express it, depending on how we look at competitors, e.g. if we consider other 
farmers as competitors, or if we see imported food, urban construction, rural extinction or what 
we consider as competition. Farmers in this study talk about other farmers as colleagues, and 
do not see these as competitors. Nor do they mention other food production as competition. It 
might be that farmers do not primarily see themselves as food producers competing with other 
food producers, but more as social entrepreneurs, who create a sustainable life on the farm, 
keep the countryside alive and the landscape open? Perhaps their “market” is the rural area 
and the environment where they live. Something that suggests this is that they aim to solve 
environmental and societal needs before economic reward, which could be regarded as social 
innovation (Edwards-Schachter, 2018). Together with the proactive, social and environmental 
innovations, we also get an insight in the risky ventures which are undertaken, seen from the 
farmer perspective, many times risking the family economy and home. Hence, farms can be 
considered as relatively entrepreneurial businesses. 
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Entrepreneurial orientation (EO)  

The farmers illustrate both high innovativeness, risk-taking and proactiveness in different 
ways. The innovative perspective of EO concerns engaging in experimentation, new ideas 
and creative processes, i.e. developing new methods and technologies (Lumpkin & Dess, 
1996), which is seen within the farmers activities for new equipment and methods aiming to 
among other things, improving the environment and reducing the climate impact. They 
collaborate with neighbours, discuss with network contacts and analyse international trends 
to develop both methods and technologies. 

The risk taking dimension involves a will to bring more resources to projects, where the cost 
of the failure can be high (Miller & Friesen, 1982). The cost of the failure can truly be high for 
farmers, who many times risk both the family economy and home. Positive small business 
performance and EO is considered requiring access to financial resources (Covin & Slevin, 
1991), but EO can also be used to overcome constraints, where firms with a high EO can be 
superior performers (Wiklund & Shepherd, 2005). After the drought, farmers have had a 
shortage of financial resources, which according to Covin and Slevin (1991) would mean that 
the farmers in the study would not exhibit EO. However, this has been disproved by the results 
in the study. Resources can be more than financial, and if using the resource-based view (J. 
Barney, 1991), where the composition of resources in the firm creates competitive advantages 
and differences in performance, and the disequilibrium perspective (Schumpeter, 2017) we 
can understand the results in this study, i.e. that during resource constrains and disequilibrium 
such as during the drought, EO can create a differentiation mechanism. The farmer is a major 
resource, and the skills possessed by the farmer have great importance for the business's 
performance. This study shows that farmers have increased their understanding of strategic 
management and planning during the drought. They also show a relatively developed self-
leadership and opportunity-focused mind-set. They are aware and reflect on risks, even if they 
take large risks, which affect both themselves, the business and the family. 

If we extend the dimension of proactiveness to include anticipating and acting on future market 
needs (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996), to also include future social and environmental needs, the 
farmers can be seen as proactive as well. Some farmers, talk about how they prepare for 
future market challenges created by, for example, animal rights activists, which can lead to 
drastically reduced meat consumption, others give examples of how they prepare for changed 
farming conditions, or for reduced climate impact as part of being involved in creating a better 
world. The drought has resulted in the farmers being open to bring learning and experiences 
into the future, and they work proactively to minimize soil compaction, to be better prepared 
for wet and rainy periods through better drained soil, that a larger layer of animal feed can 
facilitating strenuous situations in the future, that price hedging of input materials and writing 
agreements should be prioritized. The importance of being foresighted and quick acting is 
emphasized. 

In general, EO emphasizes opportunity seeking behaviour which is far away from the 
necessity entrepreneurship (Veidal & Flaten, 2014), which could be a reason for expecting 
results indicating low EO in this study conducted during a strained situation. However, the 
farmers show many examples of high EO, also during the crisis. This is in line with previous 
research which found a developed EO to facilitate decision making, innovation and business 
performance (e.g.  Dias et al., 2019; Ibidunni et al., 2018; Methorst, 2016). The profitability of 
the farm business critically depends on the management skills of the farmer (Nuthall, 2009), 
and improved management skills may be more worthwhile than entrepreneurial skills for 
farmers (Veidal & Flaten, 2014). The farmers show increased management skills in form of 
increased insight into the importance of strategic planning, both within production planning 
and method selection, as well as planning the actual business and management, and what 
the farming business means for the family. They also bring forth the importance of strategic 
long term discussions about both life situation and the business. On-farm activities and 
traditional farming share most of the resource base and the management competencies, and 
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are in previous research found to degrade the EO-financial performance (Veidal & Flaten, 
2014). When looking at the relationship between EO and non-financial performance, this might 
illustrate the will to create a life and work on the farm, not primarily financial goals, found in 
this study, which also is in line with previous studies indicating that other things than financial 
reward is motivating farmers, e.g. the possibility to live and work at the farm (Vik & McElwee, 
2011).  

Some general considerations appeared in the study. First, the the farmers were hesitant about 
the word "crisis", as there are other things that have been much worse for them, both private 
and concerning not transitory business problems. Second, the mental stress was emphasized, 
both from the uncertainty during the drought and because of the mental abrasions created by, 
for example, working hard with a genuine interest in the environment and climate-enhancing 
action, and at the same time be seen as "environmental beacons". Third, the effects of 
strategic planning, of both management, innovation, learning, and approach of stressful 
situations were illustrated and the importance of those skills emphasized. 

The farmers demonstrate a developed entrepreneurial orientation and the study indicate that 
a developed EO can lead to increased performance during stressful situations. Some 
important factors when approaching challenges and strains are illustrated, such as the 
farmers' mind-set, which affected their actions. Experiences from previous crises created 
learning and better preparedness. Both experience and strategic planning facilitated the 
situation. The importance of self-leadership were illustrated by examples showing the benefits 
of knowing what they wanted strategically with the business and life, since it was easier to 
both act quickly and in a suitable way. Farmers' life situation also affected how they dealt with 
challenging situations, partly because the family was so involved in the farming business. The 
study indicate that crisis creates new ways of thinking and acting, both in terms of new 
collaborations, innovative working methods, and product and process development. The study 
shed light on the importance of strategic long term discussions about both life situation and 
the business.  

 

Implications and value 

This paper highlights some important factors when approaching challenges and strains, and 
complement previous research about barriers to BMI conducted in retrospective. This 
increased understanding is useful both for researchers and practice working with 
entrepreneurs and business development to facilitate prioritization of efforts and activities. 

A basic philosophical question raised during the study was whether and how farmers see the 
market or what they want to develop? In the field of innovation science and entrepreneurship, 
research generally assumes a market thinking among the entrepreneurs. But the question is 
whether the farmers primarily focus on a market or if they see the contribution to the 
development of the family situation, or the environment and the rural community as the 
primary? Those questions would be interesting to study in future research. 

 

Acknowledgements 

This research were funded by Region Halland. 

 
 
 
 

  



Cederholm Björklund   Page 12 of 14 
 

 
 17th Rural Entrepreneurship Conference, Impact Hub Inverness/UHI 

17-19th June 2019 

References 

Acs, Z. J., Audretsch, D. B., Braunerhjelm, P., & Carlsson, B. (2012). Growth and entrepreneurship. 
Small Business Economics, 39(2), 289-300.  

Alvesson, M., & Kärreman, D. (2007). Constructing mystery: Empirical matters in theory 
development. Academy of management review, 32(4), 1265-1281.  

Anderson, A. R., & Gaddefors, J. (2016). Entrepreneurship as a community phenomenon: 
reconnecting meanings and place.  

Barney, J. (1991). Firm resources and sustained competitive advantage. Journal of management, 
17(1), 99-120.  

Barney, J. B. (1986). Organizational culture: can it be a source of sustained competitive advantage? 
Academy of management review, 11(3), 656-665.  

Bell, E., Bryman, A., & Harley, B. (2018). Business research methods: Oxford university press. 
Carter, S. (1998). Portfolio entrepreneurship in the farm sector: indigenous growth in rural areas? 

Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 10(1), 17-32. doi:10.1080/08985629800000002 
Cederholm Björklund, J. (2018). Barriers to sustainable business model innovation in Swedish 

agriculture. Journal of Entrepreneurship, Management and Innovation, 14(1).  
Chesbrough, H. (2007). Business model innovation: it's not just about technology anymore. Strategy 

& Leadership, 35(6), 12-17.  
Chesbrough, H. (2010). Business model innovation: opportunities and barriers. Long range planning, 

43(2-3), 354-363.  
Covin, J. G., & Slevin, D. P. (1991). A conceptual model of entrepreneurship as firm behavior. 

Entrepreneurship theory and Practice, 16(1), 7-26.  
Covin, J. G., & Wales, W. J. (2012). The measurement of entrepreneurial orientation. 

Entrepreneurship theory and Practice, 36(4), 677-702.  
Dias, C., Rodrigues, R. G., & Ferreira, J. J. (2019). What's new in the research on agricultural 

entrepreneurship? Journal of Rural Studies, 65, 99-115. doi:10.1016/j.jrurstud.2018.11.003 
Edwards-Schachter, M. (2018). The nature and variety of innovation. International Journal of 

Innovation Studies.  
Fitz-Koch, S., Nordqvist, M., Carter, S., & Hunter, E. (2018). Entrepreneurship in the agricultural 

sector: a literature review and future research opportunities. Entrepreneurship theory and 
Practice, 42(1), 129-166.  

Franceschelli, M. V., Santoro, G., & Candelo, E. (2018). Business model innovation for sustainability: a 
food start-up case study. British Food Journal, 120(10), 2483-2494.  

Grande, J., Madsen, E. L., & Borch, O. J. (2011). The relationship between resources, entrepreneurial 
orientation and performance in farm-based ventures. Entrepreneurship and Regional 
Development, 23(3-4), 89-111.  

Ibidunni, A. S., Atolagbe, T. M., OBI, J. N., Olokundun, A. M., Oke, A. O., Amaihian, A., . . . Obaoye, D. 
(2018). Moderating effect of entrepreneurial orientation on entrepreneurial competencies 
and performance of agro-based SMEs. International Journal of Entrepreneurship, 22(1).  

Jack, S. L., & Anderson, A. R. (2002). The effects of embeddedness on the entrepreneurial process. 
Journal of Business Venturing, 17(5), 467-487.  

Korsgaard, S., Ferguson, R., & Gaddefors, J. (2015). The best of both worlds: how rural entrepreneurs 
use placial embeddedness and strategic networks to create opportunities. Entrepreneurship 
& Regional Development, 27(9-10), 574-598. doi:10.1080/08985626.2015.1085100 

Korsgaard, S., Müller, S., & Tanvig, H. W. (2015). Rural entrepreneurship or entrepreneurship in the 
rural – between place and space. International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behavior & 
Research, 21(1), 5-26. doi:10.1108/ijebr-11-2013-0205 

Lambert, S. C., & Davidson, R. A. (2013). Applications of the business model in studies of enterprise 
success, innovation and classification: An analysis of empirical research from 1996 to 2010. 
European management journal, 31(6), 668-681.  



Cederholm Björklund   Page 13 of 14 
 

 
 17th Rural Entrepreneurship Conference, Impact Hub Inverness/UHI 

17-19th June 2019 

Lumpkin, G. T., & Dess, G. G. (1996). Clarifying the entrepreneurial orientation construct and linking 
it to performance. Academy of management review, 21(1), 135-172.  

McElwee, G. (2006). FARMERS AS ENTREPRENEURS: DEVELOPING COMPETITIVE SKILLS. Journal of 
Developmental Entrepreneurship, 11(3), 187-206.  

McKeever, E., Jack, S., & Anderson, A. (2015). Embedded entrepreneurship in the creative re-
construction of place. Journal of Business Venturing, 30(1), 50-65.  

Methorst, R. (2016). Farmers’ perception of opportunities for farm development. Wageningen 
University,  

Miller, D. (1983). The correlates of entrepreneurship in three types of firms. Management science, 
29(7), 770-791.  

Miller, D., & Friesen, P. H. (1982). Innovation in conservative and entrepreneurial firms: Two models 
of strategic momentum. Strategic management journal, 3(1), 1-25.  

Mintzberg, H. (1987). The strategy concept I: Five Ps for strategy. California management review, 
30(1), 11-24.  

Neck, C. P., & Manz, C. C. (2010). Mastering self-leadership: Empowering yourself for personal 
excellence: Pearson. 

Nuthall, P. (2009). Modelling the origins of managerial ability in agricultural production. Australian 
Journal of Agricultural and Resource Economics, 53(3), 413-436.  

Pindado, E., & Sánchez, M. (2017). Researching the entrepreneurial behaviour of new and existing 
ventures in European agriculture. Small Business Economics, 49(2), 421-444. 
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11187-017-9837-y 

Priem, R. L., & Butler, J. E. (2001). Is the Resource-Based “View” a Useful Perspective for Strategic 
Management Research? Academy of management review, 26(1), 22-40. Retrieved from 
https://dx.doi.org/10.5465/amr.2001.4011928. doi:10.5465/amr.2001.4011928 

Rauch, A., Wiklund, J., Lumpkin, G. T., & Frese, M. (2009). Entrepreneurial orientation and business 
performance: An assessment of past research and suggestions for the future. 
Entrepreneurship theory and Practice, 33(3), 761-787.  

Sandberg, B., & Aarikka-Stenroos, L. (2014). What makes it so difficult? A systematic review on 
barriers to radical innovation. Industrial Marketing Management, 43(8), 1293-1305.  

Schumpeter, J. A. (2017). Theory of economic development: Routledge. 
Shepherd, D. A. (2015). Party On! A call for entrepreneurship research that is more interactive, 

activity based, cognitively hot, compassionate, and prosocial. Journal of Business Venturing, 
30(4), 489-507.  

Shepherd, D. A., & Patzelt, H. (2011). The new field of sustainable entrepreneurship: Studying 
entrepreneurial action linking “what is to be sustained” with “what is to be developed”. 
Entrepreneurship theory and Practice, 35(1), 137-163.  

Smith, R., McElwee, G., & Somerville, P. (2017). Illegal diversification strategies in the farming 
community from a UK perspective. Journal of Rural Studies, 53, 122-131.  

Tell, J., Hoveskog, M., Ulvenblad, P., Ulvenblad, P.-O., Barth, H., & Ståhl, J. (2016). Business model 
innovation in the agri-food sector: A literature review. British Food Journal, 118(6), 1462-
1476.  

Ulvenblad, P., Barth, H., Björklund, J. C., Hoveskog, M., Ulvenblad, P.-O., & Ståhl, J. (2018). Barriers to 
business model innovation in the agri-food industry: A systematic literature review. Outlook 
on Agriculture, 47(4), 308-314.  

Veidal, A., & Flaten, O. (2014). Entrepreneurial orientation and farm business performance: the 
moderating role of on-farm diversification and location. The International Journal of 
Entrepreneurship and Innovation, 15(2), 101-112.  

Verhees, F. J., Kuipers, A., & Klopcic, M. (2011). Entrepreneurial proclivity and farm performance: the 
cases of Dutch and Slovenian farmers. The International Journal of Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation, 12(3), 169-177.  



Cederholm Björklund   Page 14 of 14 
 

 
 17th Rural Entrepreneurship Conference, Impact Hub Inverness/UHI 

17-19th June 2019 

Vik, J., & McElwee, G. (2011). Diversification and the Entrepreneurial Motivations of Farmers in 
Norway. Journal of Small Business Management, 49(3), 390-410.  

Wiklund, J., & Shepherd, D. (2005). Entrepreneurial orientation and small business performance: a 
configurational approach. Journal of Business Venturing, 20(1), 71-91.  

Wolcott, H. F. (2008). Writing up qualitative research: Sage Publications. 
Zahra, S. A., & Neubaum, D. O. (1998). Environmental adversity and the entrepreneurial activities of 

new ventures. Journal of Developmental Entrepreneurship, 3(2), 123.  

 


