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Abstract 

The value creating mechanism of business networks has been acknowledged in research 

(Casson & Della Giusta, 2007, p. 221; Granovetter, 1973; Jones, Hesterly & Borgatti, 1997, 

p. 912). Within small business research, focus has been on network structure (Jack, Moult, 

Anderson & Dodd. 2010, p. 317; Shaw, 2006, p. 5; Curran et al., 1993, p. 13), disregarding 

dynamic factors such as network content, strength and processes. Network studies within 

start-up businesses have received attention (Witt, 2004, p 392); hence limited research exists 

concerning more well-established small businesses’ networks. These research gaps will here 

be addressed from the perspective of a smaller business, a micro business, at a stage of firm 

maturity.   

Small business research suffers from methodological fragmentation and underdevelopments, 

favoring positivistic and quantitative methods (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, p. 128-129). 

To address this, this research seeks to explore qualitative alternatives, which can be 

increasingly fruitful for the small business field when studying networks (Jack et al., 2010, p. 

317). Recognizing the social and contextual embeddedness of the micro business and its 

sensitivity to external changes (Curran & Blackburn, 2001, p. 7), this research opts for a 

qualitative in-depth case study to explore these contextual mechanisms. This research adopts 

a critical realist stance using ethnographic and process research methods of grounded theory, 

taking the sequence of events into account in the analysis. This present research combines 

strands of research of core disciplines (sociology) to newer disciplines (entrepreneurship) to 

produce a conceptual mapping. This deductive conceptual mapping is used as basis for the 

data collection and as a tool for analysis in this by nature inductive study.  

This study finds that network tie content and strength deepen the understanding of networks 

and their maintenance, beyond the static mapping of structure. Network tie content and 

strength does influence structure and is in turn influenced by context. This provides answer to 

why the network appears as it does. The appearance of the mature micro business’ network 

indicates that growth ambitions can be inhibited by contextual factors such as limited access 

to new opportunities. This present study finds and agrees with Van Maanen (2011a, p. 

226-227) that the single case study and ethnographic observant-participant methods, often 

criticized for not producing substantial findings, are informative as they allow exploring the 

influence of contextual factors. The intended audience of research academics and 

local/regional/national entrepreneurship policy makers should recognize that research which 

enhances tools for apprehending contextual factors can provide interesting results. The 

research design disregards generalization capabilities in favor of accounting for the research 

process of the researcher and its subject. This is argued to give a fruitful version of truth of 

network appearance in terms of content and strength and why it appears as such.   

Key Words 

Network(s), micro businesses, context, contextual, structure, content, strength, single case, 

ethnography, critical realism 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Problem Background 
 

This research approaches a socially embedded topic, external networks, within a socially 

embedded research subject, the mature micro business. Business research often fails to adopt 

and legitimize their theoretical methodological perspectives and often inexplicitly assume 

objective research approaches (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, p. 133). Refinements will be 

made away from objective and positivist methodological practices to explore more fruitful 

critical realist and interpretivist research methods for how networks can be researched within 

its context. This present research explores networks within a mature micro business setting 

using an unconventional research design, opening to consider contextual factors as theory 

advancing aspects. The purpose of this present research is to contribute in three ways related 

to four main research gaps.  

First, in terms of methodological practices for small business research, its fragmentation and 

underdevelopments (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, p. 128) indicates the need to develop 

coherent qualitative research designs. This present research places strong emphasis on 

connecting theory, methods and analysis in combination of connecting to core disciplinary 

sociological theories. By thoroughly exploring qualitative methodological alternatives, this 

research attempts to show that previous, objectively and quantitatively studied theories can 

be advanced. Networks, being complex to study by nature, require more complex 

methodological designs (Halinen, Medlin & Törnroos, 2011, p. 220), hence the need to 

explore beyond the traditional business research methods. The study will employ a single 

case study research strategy through a critical realist stance where ethnography will be a 

prime data collection method. This combination is rare within business research but through 

a critical realist stance, the in depth case study is a valuable strategy when wanting to 

understand why things appear as they do (Easton, 2010, p. 123).  

Second, within network studies two research gaps can be identified. Previous network 

studies have focused on structural aspects (Jack et al. 2010, p. 317) and disregarded content 

factors. Shaw (2006) combines the research of several well known researchers within the 

field of networks and networking to conclude that there is a research gap particularly within 

content related factors of networks (p. 5). Curran, Jarvis, Blackburn & Black (1993) argue 

that more focus should be placed on content related research in terms of factors which make 

the network tie significant (p. 13). O'Donnell (2004) further writes that the process of which 

business owners and entrepreneurs interact with external actors is under researched (p. 207) 

which can be interpreted as another research gap, extending from static content and looking 

more to dynamic changes within the network tie over time. This present study therefore seeks 

to contribute by advancing network theory within content related aspects as an extension of 

static network structure. The purpose here is the ability to propose refined theoretical models 

suitable for the micro business context. By also utilizing previously well adopted models, 

such as the stakeholder model, limitations of these can be enhanced in the context of micro 

businesses. Practically this help understanding the micro business  network, hence future 

research and policy making strategies can be adapted to these particularities. Theoretically, 
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the combinations of previous strands of research from different fields to produce new 

theoretical models and suggest the impracticality of previously well adopted models  

confines the theoretical contribution.  

Third, the subject of analysis will be the mature micro business as the network research gap is 

highly interesting to consider within this particular setting. Small businesses represent a 

fundament for the economic growth of a society. The small business is fundamentally 

different from large businesses (Curran & Blackburn, 2011, p. 14) hence suggesting that it 

needs different research practices. Small businesses are in fact, what Curran & Blackburn 

(2001, p. 7) calls "[...] the ideal type of the classical economist's model of the individual 

business whose activities are dictated completely by the market." which they furthermore 

conclude makes research findings hard to apply across multiple settings. This suggests that 

small businesses are dependently connected with its surroundings; hence placing 

significance on the way it interacts with it. This also suggests that the actors within small 

businesses, the entrepreneur(s), must be highly aware and responsive to the surrounding 

uncertain environment. The entrepreneur must, over time, remain as a conscious individual 

who optimally allocates resources in response to a given opportunity structure (Aldrich & 

Zimmer, 1986, p. 3). Research on the small business has developed into its own research 

field, but is acknowledged as difficult to research due to complex behavioral patterns of the 

individuals forming the business (Curran & Blackburn, 2001, p. 5) and consequently 

produced poor quality results (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, p. 127).  In broad terms, the 

small business research field is relatively new and suffers from fragmentation (Blackburn & 

Kovalainen, 2009, p. 131). The fragmentation is visible through research objectives, 

methodological under-developments and limited connection with other disciplines. In 

narrow terms, within the Swedish context of which this present study will be conducted, 

similar issues are visible (Landström & Johannisson, 2001, p. 225). As will be developed, 

there is a lacking knowledge base of small businesses in Sweden, indeed opting for practical 

problems concerning policy making. The reason for this methodological under-development 

may be attributed to that the significance of small businesses for a society often is 

overshadowed by the impact of larger companies (Curran & Blackburn, 2001, p. 1). 

Operating in a volatile environment and being highly affected by changes occurring in it, the 

connections small businesses maintain with its external environment are important to 

acknowledge and understand. Moreover, research within networks and small businesses has 

focused on the start up phase (Witt, 2004, p. 392) hence in a state where network content and 

the dynamics of it may yet not be visible. The assumption is that entrepreneurs with a larger 

and more diverse network have an easier time acquiring information and capital needed to 

successfully launch the business (Witt, 2004, p. 392). Little emphasis is placed on how these 

network contacts are maintained during more mature and well established states of the 

business. As a practical contribution, policy making towards promoting small business 

development and/or entrepreneurship will benefit from understanding different phases of the 

business in terms of network appearance. Understanding the business at different stages can 

make any policy stimuli more successful.    

Fourth, combining the intended methodological contribution with the practical and 

theoretical contributions for network theory within the mature micro business context, this 

present study seeks to acknowledge contextual factors as influential to any theory building. 

This will be done by considering the practical context in terms of market environment and 
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the individuals operating the business as well as the philosophical context of the research 

setting. To position this research in terms of market context, the geographical level of 

analyzing business networks can take place on multiple levels. Casson & Della Giusta (2007) 

specifically point to national, regional and local levels with the suggestion that regional and 

local levels are most significant in business studies. Throughout history, the Swedish 

economy has not had a small business culture and employment has rather come from large 

sector industries (Landström & Johannisson, 2001, p. 229). With global recessions, small 

business entrepreneurship will play an increasingly important role in keeping unemployment 

rates down. Support for  small business start-up and entrepreneurship has been recognized 

as vital, and the Swedish state is including and developing the support for it as part of the 

national development strategy (Region Västerbotten, 2011). Different regions within 

Sweden are more entrepreneurial than others and Västerbotten will be the region of where 

this present study is carried out. Concerning counties, Västerbotten, in the north of Sweden, 

has reported high levels of small business development up to 2012 (Swedbank och 

Sparbankerna & Företagarna, 2012, p. 23). For a county like Västerbotten, the regional 

development strategy places emphasis on support for new-entrepreneurship by implementing 

efforts to secure possibilities for start-up finance and risk-capital (Region Västerbotten, 

2011). This once again suggests that attention is prioritized to the start-up phase of the 

venture in neglect of the mature small business. Furthermore, the governmental interest for 

small business development and entrepreneurship has been shown mainly in quantitative 

data with little emphasis on qualitative data (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, p. 139). 

From a practical point of view, this research embarks to subjectively apprehend the external 

network within the mature micro business. From a theoretical point of view and taking the 

approach that the entrepreneurial process is highly affected by the linkages it has with its 

surroundings, hence being embedded in its social context (Aldrich & Zimmer, 1986, p. 4), 

this present research builds on previous theory. Theories of social connections between 

actors have roots in sociology (Shaw, 2006; O’Donnell, 2004; Witt, 2004). It was long 

thought that the irrationality of social interaction prevented it from being analyzed in a more 

rational context of economics. This was challenged by one sociologist Granovetter (1985) 

who argued that social interactions are in fact embedded in the economic life and is therefore 

not separate from economic activity but a natural part of it. The theory of embeddedness 

therefore does not view social relations within economics as a matter of irrational or rational 

interactions, but rather as a parameter of the market. This suggests that there exists market 

value within networks which must be understood in order to exploit it. The value with 

networks is referred to as social capital and can be defined as "[…] the capitalized value of 

improvements in economic performance that can be attributed to high-trust social networks" 

(Casson & Della Giusta, 2007, p. 221). This notion incorporates network studies into the 

business and entrepreneurship field as an area of research to gain further understanding of the 

impact social relations may have on business. A network which contains high levels of trust 

should by above definition impact positively on the economic performance of the business. 

The higher the level of trust and need of obligation fulfillment, the stronger is the social tie 

between the parties. Apart from content, an exploration of strength levels of network ties will 

be done. The need for weaker ties has been found to contain value, in particular for 

entrepreneurs (Granovetter, 1973; Casson & Della Giusta, 2007). The social network of a 

small business may be set up with several different types of actors. These can be referred to 

as stakeholders of the business (Johnson, Whittington & Scholes, 2011, p. 140). Within this 
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research main stakeholders ranging from personal relations (e.g. friends and family) to strict 

business relations (e.g. external finance) will be considered. This present research adopts the 

perspective that there is value to explore in tacit, abstract and intangible features of a 

business, identified to contain a research gap. In short, that value is embedded within social 

ties that a business maintains with external actors. Research has recognized that governing a 

business based on its network is value creating, however a full understanding of the value 

creating mechanism behind it is yet not explored (Jones et al., 1997, p. 912).   

Curran & Blackburn (2001) suggest several audience groups for small business research 

which could have interest for this particular study. Amongst these are other academics and 

researchers, policy-makers, support bodies for entrepreneurs, business sponsors such as 

banks and the small business owners themselves (p. 23). With reference to the sought for 

practical contributions, this research targets policy makers on local/regional/national levels 

seeking to stimulate micro business development, hence networks being one value creator. 

With regards to the methodological and theoretical contributions, the research furthermore 

targets other academics and researchers. 

 

1.2. Research Question 
 

The four-folded research gap related to methodological practices, topic, research unit and 

their relation to context construes the basis for a research question.  

What do the social network ties of mature micro businesses appear like in terms of content 

and strength? Why is this so? 

 

1.3. Purpose 
 

The purpose of this research is four-folded containing aims for methodological- and topic 

theory advancements. In combination, this present research seeks to emphasize the 

interdependence between methodological choices and the ability to develop theory which is 

more practically suitable for micro business research.  First, it seeks to address an 

under-researched and methodologically fragmented research area by exploring qualitative 

methodological methods and techniques as answers to making small business research less 

fragmented and more practical. Within this purpose the aim is to show the value of using 

single case study as a research strategy with a critical realist stance as it allows incorporating 

context as the influential factor to any theory building.  Secondly, it seeks to illustrate the 

need for methodological advancements by investigating a topic which is of subjective nature. 

This topic, the network ties content and strength of a mature micro business, is chosen not 

only as an illustrative topic but primarily since the social embeddedness (the network) of the 

micro business is argued as being a determining factor of its value and success. Third, and 

related to the first and second point, this present study acknowledges certain contextual 

factors as moderators/mechanisms of the appearance of the network of the micro business. 

By applying context to the theories which are used to build a conceptual mapping for this 

present study, the applicability and usability of these theories will be explored in the research 

area of small businesses. The methodological choices will aid in accurately answering the 

"what" within the research question. The contextual approach will propose an answer to the 

"why" within the research question.   
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1.4. Limitations 
 

The research takes an exploratory approach and explores feasible relations between strands 

of research areas and theories, hence the researcher, me, has made assumptions about the 

nature of reality and how these theories can be related. The unconventional research design 

of closely intertwining a single case research strategy with a critical realist ontological and 

epistemological approach, ethnographic research methods and process analysis produce a 

certain research outcome or a certain "truth". The researcher, as a subjective character within 

this process, further influences these outcomes. The research is delimitated within these 

assumptions and hence it is recognized that other fruitful connections between theories may 

be possible such as more positivist and objective analyses and understandings. Concerning 

the topic related outcome(s) of network content and strength, the purpose is not to generalize 

findings but illuminate relations within a given context and the importance of these. 

Therefore, the (in)ability to generalize is not considered a limitation.   
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2. Literature Framework 

The theoretical framework consists of three sections where the first and last are support 

sections to the main second section. The first section introduces the unit which is subject for 

analysis in this present study. It defines and explains the type of business which will be 

studied, both in terms of business size and duration. Having conceptualized the subject of 

study, the second main section explores network theory in sociological terms and links it to 

the entrepreneurship field. The third section discusses contextual factors which are argued to 

influence the findings of this present study. These three sections are connected in the section 

on conceptual mapping. The conceptual mapping features how the three theoretical areas 

connect and influence one another and how this will affect any findings of network content 

and strength. The conceptual mappings will be used when designing, performing and 

analyzing the data collection.  

 

2.1. The Mature Micro Business 

2.1.1. The Micro Business 
 

Businesses are each unique. The focus of this present study is smaller businesses and the 

crucial point of departure is therefore to understand the nature of what comprises a business 

which appears as small.  

Defining the small business is regarded as difficult (Stanworth & Curran, 1979, p. 95). The 

small- or largeness of a business is traditionally defined according to growth indicators where 

it is assumed that the business pass from small to large through a series of growth stages 

(Stanworth & Curran, 1979, p. 97; Hamilton, 2012, p. 612). This suggests two things which 

are of interest for this present study. One, that the change that a business undergoes defines 

when it is small and large. This is an inadequate size definition for this present study as it 

seeks to investigate the business at one point in time, ignoring long term process factors. 

Two, it assumes that all businesses grow and change in some way or another. This fails to 

acknowledge those small businesses without growth ambitions. Distinguishing between 

these, the growth versus the non-growth oriented small businesses can be done by 

differentiating between entrepreneurial firms and small businesses. The entrepreneurial firm 

seeks to expand while the small business does not intentionally seek to do this. This is 

inherently affected by the individuals operating the business; hence it is possible to 

distinguish between individuals with entrepreneurial orientation and small business owner 

orientation (Runyan, Droge & Swinney, 2008, p. 569; Carland, Hoy, Boulton & Carland. 

J.C., 1984, p. 357). Entrepreneurially orientated exhibit growth ambitions, need for 

innovation, proactiveness and risk taking. On the contrary, the small business owner 

orientated exhibits less growth ambitions and sees the business as an extension of the self and 

as a mean of economic support. 

Other static measures can be adopted to determine the smallness of a business. Clifford, 

Nilakant & Hamilton (1991, p. 45), later adopted by Atkins & Lowe (1997, p. 44), discuss a 

framework of determining the small- or largeness of a business in terms of structure, self and 

size. Without going into depth of specifics of the measures, structure refers to how the 
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founder entrepreneur has delegated responsibility as the business grows and self refers to 

how the founder entrepreneur him/herself formalizes his/her identity with growth.  The 

notion of self was developed by Stanworth & Curran (1979, p. 104) to distinguish between 

roles that entrepreneurs play. The size criterion is ambiguous in the sense that it can include 

or exclude any other actors other than employees. Size can be argued to include actors 

regularly involved in the business (Clifford et al., 1991, p. 45), something which is argued to 

complicate the usability of the measure (Atkins & Lowe, 1997, p. 43). Even if this 

framework defines smallness as the opposite of largeness it is possible to make a static 

distinction between what constitutes a small or large business. 

These theoretical measures of structure, self and size are somewhat present in empirical 

research. From empirical findings the size indicator in terms of employee number appears to 

be the dominant measure followed by turnover and managerial process measures (Atkins & 

Lowe, 1997, p. 45). Turnover measures cannot be attributed to any of the theoretical 

measures of structure, self or size as can managerial processes. These empirical findings are 

supported by international standards of what constitutes the size of a business. The EU 

commonly uses employee number as distinguishing factor (Curran & Blackburn, 2001, p. 1). 

Based on this framework, this present study will use size in terms of employee number as the 

determining factor to define what a micro business is. This is due to convenience, as structure 

and self involve some degree of ambiguity when conceptualizing them (Atkins & Lowe, 

1997, p. 46). 

Arriving at employee number as the defining factor, it must be defined what employee 

number that is considered small versus large. Clifford et al.’s (1991, p. 45) model limits itself 

by distinguishing only between three employee size categories with dividing sections 

between small and medium being at 8-10 employees and between medium and large at 40-50 

employees. This is too vague for this present study. Further detailed employment categories 

are found within the EU definition. Curran & Blackburn (2001, p. 1) use the EU definition of 

10-49 employees to account for a small business. This is distinguished from "micro 

businesses" of 0-9 employees and "medium businesses" of 50-249 employees. "Large 

businesses" contain those with more than 249 employees. For this research, the types of small 

businesses which will be examined are "micro businesses" with 0-9 employees. These micro 

businesses are relevant in the context which this study is performed as they are representative 

of the market environment. The small and medium business sector represent 99% of the total 

number of business in Sweden and 21% of these are micro businesses (Svenskt Näringsliv, 

2010, p. 5). With regards to one of the intended audience groups of this present research, 

being in particular regional/local/(national) policy makers, understanding the particularities 

of the micro business as separate from larger businesses is relevant. Svenskt Näringsliv 

(translation: The Swedish Business Climate) also employ this EU definition, making it a 

relevant way of defining the micro business (Svenskt Näringsliv, 2010, p. 4). 

2.1.2. Level of Business Maturity 
 

Above section identifies that one of the problem with defining a business in terms of small- 

and largeness is much due to the assumption that all businesses undergo some kind of 

development and that this development will aid in differentiating between what can be 

considered small to large. Similar difficulty is attributable to distinguishing between which 
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businesses that are more or less established and as this present study is interested in mature 

micro businesses it is essential to find a conceptualization which will allow for these types of 

businesses to be discerned.  

Development can naturally be attributed to the notion of time and that changes happen from 

the start-up phase to the maturity, decline and termination of a business. Development over 

time will occur in terms of growth levels (increase, decrease or no change) (Hamilton, 2012, 

p. 619). To distinguish between a start-up business and a mature business no exact 

framework is available (Stanworth & Curran, 1976, p. 98). One may at first notion assume 

that a smaller business is newly founded whilst a larger business is more mature. This 

suggests that growth factors are of main importance to both distinguish between what is a 

small versus a large business and whether or not it is in a start-up or mature phase. This type 

of distinction between a business in the start-up phase versus the maturity stage is attributable 

to "stage-theories" where it is assumed that businesses pass through a series of characteristic 

steps (Stanworth & Curran, 1976, p. 98). These stages do however lack empirical 

significance and does not incorporate the development of businesses which remain small. 

Hamilton (2012) bring together strands of growth theories of small businesses and states that 

the theories are multiple and contradicting ranging from linear to random growth patterns (p. 

612). Further, early research has found that growth in size over time is rare (Stanworth & 

Curran, 1976, p. 98). This is a crucial point to consider for this present study as it focuses on 

micro businesses which have been defined according to employee number. It implies that for 

this present study, micro businesses could be those which have or have not made particular 

turnover related growth yet maintained the same number of employees over time from 

starting up to maturing. This notion, that some businesses do not display growth aspirations 

over time, is supported by Landström & Johannisson (2001) that most micro businesses 

remain in size over time due to inability, need or wish to grow (p. 228). Hence, the dominant 

and traditional stage-growth theories is an inappropriate measure for this present study as the 

businesses in question do not exhibit the characteristics of these models. This present study 

therefore consider the over time maintenance of employee number under the limit of what 

constitutes a micro business can be considered as a mature micro business. It is therefore 

relevant to distinguish the start-up micro business from the mature micro business only in 

terms of time. Cressy (2006) study why most businesses die young differentiate between 

businesses older and younger than two and a half years as the business failure rate peak at this 

time (p. 103). This failure period is identified as the start-up phase. This present study will 

therefore define the mature business as one which has survived the age of two and a half year.  

Distinction shall also be made between entrepreneurs and small business owners. According 

to Carland et al. (1984, p. 358) and Runyan et al. (2008, p. 569) the entrepreneur is 

growth-and profit oriented in contrast to the small business owner who runs the business for 

the purpose of e.g. self-fulfillment. For this present study it is impossible to draw distinction 

between the two since a micro business run by an individual with a higher entrepreneurial 

orientation may grow quickly in terms of turnover by improving efficiency but not in terms 

of employees whilst another micro business does not grow at all in terms of turnover and yet 

keeping the same employees. For this present study no distinction is made between micro 

businesses which could be considered run by entrepreneurs versus small business owners in 

the context of business growth or size. However, in terms of the network and the context, the 

individual entrepreneur’s level of entrepreneurial orientation may be interesting to consider 
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in how the network is managed. I furthermore argue that regardless of growth aspirations, the 

activities both entrepreneurs and small business owners must undertake within their 

networks are similar. This will be discussed in the section of 2.2.3. For the convenience of 

this paper, the micro business owner or most representative individual of the business is 

considered the entrepreneur and will be the representing subject for the study.  

This initial theoretical section is presented in preparation for the next main theoretical 

framework consisting of network theory. This present study adopts a framework of the 

business in focus as a micro business in terms of having the ability to maintain the number of 

employees within the range of 0-9 employees over time. The concept of "over" time 

distinguishes mainly between the start-up phase of the business and the phase where the 

business can be considered established and mature. As recognized by Pesämaa's (2007) 

doctoral thesis on inter-organizational networks, the network content of a tie may be 

perceived differently by the different actors involved in it (p. 14-15). Hence, by beginning to 

define the unit of analysis as being the mature micro business, it is from this perspective the 

network content and tie strength will be studied. The implications of recognizing the 

subjective creation and apprehension of network content and strength will have 

methodological consequences and will be further explored in its appropriate chapter. This 

chapter will now continue by exploring and synthesizing the existing theoretical foundation 

available for network content and strength.  

 

2.2. Theory on Networks 
 

2.2.1. Introduction to Network Theory 

a. Network Structure 

The central part of the theoretical background is ascribed to network theory. Network theory 

has strong base in sociology. The sociological contributions will be explored in relation to 

the entrepreneurship field. Using sociological theories as approach is due to what Blackburn 

& Kovalainen (2009) consider one criticism of small business research; failing to adhere to 

core disciplines (p. 134). Network research within business and entrepreneurship is impaired 

by what Szarka (1990) calls "[…] ambiguities in concepts and terminology" (p. 10). This is 

supported by Shaw (2006) who claims that the use of different theoretical frameworks within 

the networking research field has prevented the findings from gaining a comprehensive 

foundation on which to explore further research (p.5). This present research is hence 

attempting to answer to this criticism. I argue that it is of value to retrieve a theoretical base 

which has achieved wide and long-term acceptance.  

For this present research the main contributors on network theory are Mark Granovetter 

(1973; 1985), Howard Aldrich & Catherine Zimmer (1986), J Clyde Mitchell (1969; 1973) 

and Mark Casson & Marina Della Giusta (2007). Their contributions amongst others will be 

explored and used to develop a conceptual mapping of how network content and strength can 

be apprehended in relation to the micro business network. As the theories are developed, the 

prominent abstraction level of the sociological theories are reduced as they are integrated 

with the entrepreneurship field and hence made more practical. 

It is recognized that the social network of small businesses is a source of social capital; a 

value containing asset. Aldrich & Zimmer (1986) claim that networks is the prime source of 



Axelsson, Emma – Degree project 30 ECTS International Business Program, Specialization Entrepreneurship – Spring 2013 

 

- 10 - 
 

opportunities; a necessary component for any entrepreneurial venture to initiate its formation 

(p. 4). To understand how networks are perceived with respect to this particular research 

some conceptual explanations will set this framework off. First, a network can be defined as: 

"[...] the totality of all persons connected by a certain type of relationship and is constructed 

by finding the ties between all persons in a population under study [...]" (Aldrich & Zimmer, 

1986, p. 12). 

In this present research the type of relationship is the relationship with the business on which 

is researched and the ties are the linkages the business has with external parties. Hence, the 

population is the individual business itself where the entrepreneur or similar will be 

representative of it. Further exploration of the network is taken from Mitchell (1973). He 

explains networks as lines between connecting points: 

"We may represent the set of observed social relationships existing within a specified 

collectivity of individuals as lines (standing for the relationships) connecting points 

(standing for individuals) [...]" (Mitchell, 1973, p. 23) 

Within the context of this particular study, the individual micro business is the main 

connecting point which is connected to external connecting points. These external 

connecting points will be explored and described. This first quote suggests that structure is 

attributable to networks, but Mitchell (1973) continues writing that it is: 

"[...] in fact merely a symbolic representation of an abstract set of relationships and in order 

to use it analytically we need to be able to specify what the lines actually represent and in 

what way they are deemed to be isomorphic with reality" (p.23) 

These two quotes suggest that even if a clear social network structure can be discerned, it is 

not clear what the relationships contains. This is supported in more contemporary research, 

such as by Farkas' (2012) sociological dissertation where it is first written that networks 

indeed consist of nodes connected through ties representing a relation but that the content of 

this relation can vary depending on what is researched (p. 29-30). This is a crucial aspect to 

observe for this present research: it will not be enough to map out the appearance of how the 

micro business is connected to the external market environment, to understand the content of 

the connections the connecting lines will have to be explored. As implied by the preceding 

two quotes, there is value in understanding what exists within the lines since this is different 

from only looking at structure. From a micro business point of view, and being so embedded 

within contextual factors, these should reflect in the network structure, hence the 

incorporation of content and strength factors in the structure. Distinction should also be made 

between direct and indirect network connections. Direct connections are those where the 

connecting points have direct influence over one another and indirect connections are those 

where the connecting points influence each other through a third connecting point (Casson & 

Della Giusta, 2007, p. 224). Below is a visualization of the structural aspects of a network 

which the preceding discussion has discussed. It shows “a web” and “a hub”, where the hub 

structure will be considered within this research: focus is on the individual micro business 

and its unique connections, hence the mid circle representing the micro business.  
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Figure 1a;b: Network Structures. Casson & Della Giusta, 2007, p. 227 

b. Network Types 

Networks can be divided into subcategories as pointed out by Halinen & Törnroos (1998, p. 

188-9). Research has identified technological, regional, social and business networks. These 

authors note that even if the network types may seem distinct, they remain difficult to 

separate. Considering that this present study lies within the field of business, it would be 

natural to assume studying the business network. However, having specified the 

characteristics of the businesses which is the focus of this study being micro businesses, it is 

assumed that one, the networks are too small to purposely divide them into different network 

types and second, that that the network is social with technological, regional and business 

components. Hence, this present study will refer to social network theory as the main 

theoretical base. Within the social network, the network ties may be "uniplex" or "multiplex" 

which refers to containing one type of content or multiple types of contents (Mitchell, 1969, 

p. 22). This means that the social networks which will be studied can contain network ties 

which serve multiple purposes and this is assumed to be the case for many of the ties. The 

argument is therefore that due to resource scarcity of these micro businesses it is not 

necessary to specify if it is a technical, regional, social or business network, but rather that 

about just the network in which the ties may serve multiple purposes. The term "network" 

and "social network" will be used interchangeably. Now having visualized a structural 

skeleton of the network, content related network theories can be explored and synthesized.  

 

2.2.2. Sociology and Network Theory 

a. Social Embeddedness 

Within sociology, networks have a long history. The research field consists of two schools. 

The first takes a rational, neo economic perspective and the second takes a behavioral 

perspective of how social networks are used and further used within a business context. Mark 

Granovetter being one prominent and influential sociological social network researchers 

(Burt, 1997, p. 356) claim that it is irrelevant to take stand for either (Granovetter, 1985).  

He considers that it is wrong to adopt a rational or irrational approach to the study of 

networks within economics. Social networks should not be separated from the business 
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networks of small businesses as they affect each other (Granovetter, 1985, p. 496). He argues 

that it is not so much a matter of disregarding social behavior due to it being seen as irrational 

and hence unsuitable to consider from a neo-economic perspective of rational, perfect 

markets. Granovetter proposes to consider the social structures as embedded in the markets, 

hence treating it as part of economics and not as the irrational component of the rational (p. 

506), indirectly stating that the network is part of the value of a business. It is hence so that, 

as postulated by Halinen & Törnroos (1998), that the business is itself embedded in the social 

network (p. 189).  

The embeddedness approach of Granovetter is supported by Aldrich & Zimmer (1986). They 

mean that it is through the social network and the interaction between entrepreneurs, 

resources and opportunities that the business is or is not formed (p. 8-9). This suggests that 

the way an entrepreneur is part of a social network will ultimately have an effect on the 

ability or inability to form a business. Here, reference can be drawn to both structure and the 

content of the network ties, being a question of optimizing the structure and its content to get 

as much value added from it as possible.  

Considering then that the business is itself embedded in the social context, it becomes 

interesting to consider what the embeddedness consists of, hence considering content. 

Sociological conceptualizations of social network content are developed by Mitchell (1973). 

The content is divided into three types of categories. These are according to communication 

content, exchange content and normative content (Mitchell, 1973, p. 23-26).  In more 

contemporary sociological research, the content of network ties can be divided into 

categories of communication, transactions, kinship and friendship (Farkas, 2012, p. 30) 

which relate and thereby support the use of Mitchell's (1973) categorization. This 

apprehension of networks is suitable for this research as it allows the extraction of content 

that can be very tacit (trust) or explicit (contracts) (Szarka, 1990, p. 11). The less explicit, the 

more difficult it will be to capture the content. For example a physical good moving from one 

network actor to another (exchange content) is easier to spot for an outsider (a researcher) 

than the silent expectations one network actor may have on the other (normative content). 

Recognizing this will have methodological consequences. Mitchell (1973) explains these in 

following terms: 

· Communication content: "[...] the passage of information of some kind from one 

person to another." (p. 23). This incorporates intangible and dynamic flows, in this 

case interpreted as oral or written communication both face-to-face or through other 

medias such as telephone or writing (digital and physical). Szarka (1990) writes that 

this could include non-commercial ties with outside parties such as government 

agencies or consultant (p. 12) but should also include the acquiring information 

which can generate competitive advantages.  

· Exchange content: "[...] transactions which have implications for the actors wider 

than the simple act of exchange itself" (p. 25). This type of content extends beyond 

communication. Within the business context, this may be seen as the most important 

content as it is most explicit and may involve monetary or barter transactions. Szarka 

(1990) writes that within these network ties the business conducts its commercial 

transactions (p. 11). The explicitness of this network is maintained by the 

communication and normative network ties, hence this supports the notion that most 
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network ties will be multiplex, containing multiple content. 

· Normative content: "[...] the expectations each may have on the other because of 

some social characteristic or social attribute the other may possess" (p. 26). This is 

abstract to comprehend but is according to Mitchell (1973) important to extract from 

the network analysis. This is here understood as the ties within the social network are 

not randomly existing and but existing according to the normative expectations one 

has on one another such as what is expected from family or friendship ties (p. 26). 

These expectations do not exist in vacuum but are products of reinforced behavior or 

moral codes. Within business research, normative network content has been referred 

to as “social network content” with special regard to the personal and cultural links of 

the entrepreneur (Szarka, 1990, p. 12). However, I argue that this theoretical 

modification is simply a matter of distinguishing actors within the network (e.g. 

friends versus consultants) instead of distinguishing between contents. Therefore, 

within this present research, the notion of normative content will be kept to see how 

much of the content is based on expectations.  

It is recognized that the types of network contents are intertwined and depend on each other. 

The explicitness of the exchange content is maintained by the communication and normative 

network ties (Szarka, 1990, p. 11), hence this supports the notion that most network ties will 

be multiplex, containing multiple content. Szarka (1990) even argue that it is most interesting 

to study the exchange content since it is "[...] central to the economic life of the firm." (p. 13) 

and that the other two contents are difficult to conceptualize. I argue that normative content 

and communication content are also central to the economic life, in particular for the micro 

business being so socially embedded within its market context. This present research will 

attempt to discern all three types of content based on the argument in the introduction of this 

chapter; that network content within business is under-researched and therefore the need to 

return to basic theoretic models and apply them correctly. The next section will explore 

another dimension to content, namely strength which can aid in further appreciating the 

network.  

b. Weak and Strong Network Ties 

Different content may require different processes of interacting. One clear such variable is to 

measure the strength of the network tie. One of Granovetter's most influential papers, The 

Strength of Weak Ties (1973), discusses this in particular. Distinction is made between weak 

and strong ties. The strength of a tie is measured in the combination of time invested in the 

relation, emotional intensity, intimacy and reciprocal service of the tie (Granovetter, 1973, p. 

1361). The hypothesis which Granovetter presents here is that weak ties are important in 

connecting tight and closed networks to one another, as to say acting as a bridge between 

isolated social groups that are needed to spot opportunities. These new opportunities can 

develop into strong ties. Aldrich & Zimmer (1986) have adopted Granovetter's indicators of 

strength to suit the business context. In this present study strength will be considered in terms 

of level, frequency and reciprocity (Aldrich & Zimmer, 1986, p. 11). The notion of "level" 

appears ambiguous and is here interpreted as level of formality of the network tie as it relates 

to Granovetter’s emotional intensity and intimacy (1973, p. 1361). Frequency is understood 

as how often or seldom interaction occurs. Reciprocity is understood as how the actors 

depend on one another’s actions. There are different theoretical indicators of how to 

apprehend the strength of network ties (O'Donnell, 2004, p. 208), hence supporting the 
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adoption of strength indicators appropriate for this particular study.  

Networks can be discussed in terms of role- and action-sets where role-sets contain more 

permanent social linkages and action-sets contain more temporary social linkages. 

Combining the number of role- and action sets will define the network (Aldrich & Zimmer, 

1986, p. 11-12). As this research takes place at one predefined point in time, the findings will 

be a static image of the network's appearance. However, networks are recognized as 

dynamic, hence implying that they evolve. This study will therefore not make any apparent 

distinction between permanent and temporary social linkages, but rather focus on the content 

of the linkages at the present.  

From this sociological framework, networks present themselves in quite tangible structural 

terms but with more of an intangible content. Next section will use these abstractions to 

further formulate a framework suitable for entrepreneurial small business research.  

 

2.2.3. Entrepreneurship and Network Theory 
 

Having explored the theoretical framework on a quite abstract level with some relation to 

business, the following section will move toward reducing abstraction and relating the theory 

specifically to the entrepreneurial small business field.  

Within entrepreneurship research, studies on networks took off during the 1980's but remain 

empirically under researched (Halinen & Törnroos, 1998, p. 187). As previously mentioned, 

the research which has taken place within the field has mainly regarded structural aspects. 

This implies that research has focused on the positions of each network member, such as 

Figure 1a:b, p. 11 illustrates. The structural approach to studying network has left a research 

gap concerning the content of these networks. Studies on network structure refer to studying 

networks whilst studies on network content can be attributed to studying networking (Jack et 

al. 2010, p. 317). This present study focus on the actual networking, however some degree of 

mapping out the network will need to be performed in order to first identify the relevant 

network ties and second to explore what they contain. As Burt (1997) suggest that not only is 

there value in considering the position of a business within a network, but there is also value 

in considering the content of the network ties within the network (p. 355). 

Understanding that the micro business is embedded in the structure of its social network with 

a set of strong and weak ties, it is now time to consider what these ties can be within a 

business context. Content should be attributable to communication, exchange and normative 

expectations and this content should be exercised with more or less strength in terms of level, 

frequency and reciprocity. In Pesämaa's (2007) doctoral thesis about inter-organizational 

relationships it is possible to draw the conclusion that content and strength are related (p. 14). 

Here content is said to depend on how much communication occurs (attributable to 

frequency), the resources shared (attributable to reciprocity) and the level of cooperativeness 

of decision-making (p. 14).  

First, relating back to the standpoint in section 2.2.1., regardless of growth ambitions, the 

activities which an entrepreneur continuously must perform continue to be the same. Casson 

& Della Giusta (2007) distinguish between three different entrepreneurial activities: spotting 

opportunities, acquiring resources and implementing a market (p. 230). These three 
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activities may be regarded as start-up activities, as to say what has to be done before the 

business can be launched. Yet, I argue that this is misleading. Considering the business as a 

dynamic organism which constantly undergoes renewal, it follows that these activities are 

somewhat always performed unless the business is terminating and this is regardless of 

growth aspirations or not. Echols & Tsai (2005) support this by noting that network 

embeddedness is a moderator to success, saying that the network provides the business with 

information (spotting opportunities) and resources (acquiring resources) (p. 221). Since this 

present study seeks to explore the content of mature micro businesses networks, it is expected 

that traces of all these activities will be found.  

These being the main activities the business must continuously engage in, it is reasonable to 

assume that these activities are in fact embedded in the social network. It is these activities 

that will make up the content of the network. Even if the activities are general and inclusive 

in nature, they provide an initial division of what the network is most likely consisting of. 

Below summarizes these activities by Casson & Della Giusta’s (2007, p. 230-233).  

· Spotting opportunities: concerns collecting information. It is beneficial if the other 

actors are rich in their information stock and if they are different from the 

entrepreneur. In this way these actors can complement the knowledge of the 

entrepreneur.  

· Acquiring resources: concerns the exploitation of the opportunity and the allocation 

of resources for it. Entrusting parties to perform their obligations become an 

important aspect.  

· Implementing a market: concerns bringing the business to the market. The network 

here needs to be expanded but yet contain loyal parties. 

Within these main activities, network ties are formed with external actors of the business. 

These external actors will be explored further below in the section 2.2.4. 

Considering then content and strength, the activities may differ in their need of the two. At 

first glance, for content, the communication content seems feasible with trying to spot 

opportunities whilst exchange content seems feasible with acquiring resources. The purpose 

of the social tie for the entrepreneur suggests that weak and strong ties may be beneficial 

under different circumstances. This connection is supported by Aldrich & Zimmer (1986, p. 

20). Similarly, a strong tie seems to be as beneficial when acquiring resources as a weak tie is 

when wanting to spot opportunities.  

 

2.2.4. Stakeholders Theory 
 

Up to this point the unit of study is identified (the mature micro businesses and it’s 

entrepreneur) as well as a network framework which will be applied and studied on these 

units. Left for the theoretical framework to be feasible is to give attention to the actors which 

businesses have network relations with. All businesses must have some connection to the 

external environment (Curran et al., 1993, p. 13) and the characteristics of these connection 

points are attributable to different market actors which possess value which the business 

needs or wishes to attain. These market actors will in this present research be considered in 
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terms of stakeholders. The stakeholder theory was originally developed by Freeman (1984) 

who regards the stakeholders as groups and/or individuals who can affect the business and 

the behavior the business will exert on these (Frooman, 1999, p. 191). The stakeholder model 

incorporates implicitly economic and noneconomic actors. On the contrary is the shareholder 

model. The stakeholder model is considered in preference for the shareholder model. The 

shareholder model, developed by the well known Friedman (1962; 1970) and Smith (1776), 

cited in Jones & Felps (2013, p. 209) advocate that the only obligation of the business is 

profit maximization. However, for this present research, the social embeddedness and the 

small size of the business at a mature stage, suggest that profit maximization as sole aim in 

the network is a limiting constraint when wanting to explore the network. Frooman (1990) 

emphasizes that one should in particular consider who the stakeholders are, what they want 

and how they get it (p. 191) and that one variable defining how they get it is power situation 

of the relationship (p. 192). This power is not an asset of the actual stakeholder but an 

outcome of the structural situation.  For this present research, this perspective of power is 

interesting to adopt as it implies that the power of an actor within a network comes from its 

position in a market structure; hence the power is embedded in the structure. As this present 

research aims at studying the embeddedness in terms of network content and strength, this 

study indirectly regard power which in turn help answer why particular stakeholders of a 

business exist. In formal terms, a stakeholder can be defined accordingly: 

"Those individuals or groups that depend on an organization to fulfill their own goals and on 

whom in turn, the organization depends" (Johnson et al., 2011, p. 539) 

This definition indicates that there is a connection between the business and the external 

actor, hence indicating that some social tie should be present. The connection between the 

two parts should also be built on mutual dependency. In the context of the micro business, the 

external contact should therefore be maintained since it fulfills a function which the 

individual business cannot do by itself, hence a tradeoff of power. Rowley (1997) argue that 

the density and position of the business within its network defines its resistance to the 

demands of these external stakeholders (p. 888). This argument suggest that regarding the 

micro business from a stakeholder perspective once again brings attention to networks as it 

makes reference to both structure, content and strength of the tie. As illustrated in section 

2.2.1. on network structure, the stakeholder approach to a business use similar visual 

mappings: 

 

Figure 2a: Network Structures: Patterns of Relationship, Rowley, 1997, p. 891 
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Figure 2b: Network Structures: Patterns of Relationship, Rowley, 1997, p. 891 

 

Figure 2c. Network Structures: Patterns of Relationships. Rowley, 1997, p. 891. 

The stakeholder theory therefore advances the notion of network structure; in order to 

understand the network structure, nodes must be apprehended, these being the stakeholders. 

Considering that power is what defines how stakeholders fulfill their aims this can be related 

to strength of the tie: the more power, the stronger possibility for a stronger tie. This power 

will be attributable to what goes on in the network tie, hence connecting to activities and 

content. Concerning above structure illustrations, they successively broaden the perspective 

from considering the individual business (Figure 2a, p. 16) to considering the 

interconnectedness of the business actors (Figure 2b, p. 17) to considering the network of the 

other business actors (Figure 2c, p. 17). This present study limits itself to considering the first 

illustration, the hub. However, as argued by Echols & Tsai (2005), the more interconnected 

and embedded a business is within the network (such as Figure 2b, p. 17 shows), the greater 

is the performance of the business as information and resource channels are more secure (p. 

222). This suggests that a strong embeddedness within a network of stakeholders is to be 

preferred for a business which is sensitive for external disruptions.  

Johnson et al. (2011) write that external stakeholders can be divided into categories of 

economic, social/political, technological and community stakeholders which depending on 

the circumstances may have a different role for the business (p. 140). These roles are 

business functional in nature. However, each business is unique hence the influence of 

stakeholders may vary. Most stakeholder related research has indeed focused on defining 
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what the stakeholders are and what type of influence they exert (Rowley, 1997, p. 890) which 

is crucial to acknowledge for this present research. Frooman's (1990) suggestion of a more 

dynamic understanding of the structure of the stakeholders has also been developed by 

Freeman (2010), proposing that less static structure models are needed to capture the 

unpredictability of the external environment (p. 5). This research, looking at the micro 

business being very sensitive and vulnerable to context, will therefore have to consider that 

traditional groupings of stakeholders may not be applicable or relevant. A detailed 

presentation of different stakeholder groups of a business is as follows: 

 

Figure 3. Stakeholders of a large organization, Johnson et al., 2011, p. 140 

Dark shaded = external stakeholders 

 Light shaded = internal stakeholders 

 

This is however attributable to a larger business (Johnson et al., 2011, p. 140) and it does 

appear unfeasible to consider e.g. activist or political groups in relation to a representative 

case of a micro business. To apply this detailed framework on the micro business of this 

present research some adaptation is needed. Curran et al. (1993, p.14) use four “themes” of 

categorizing different parties which a small business may have social connections with. 

These themes can be referred to as being the main external stakeholders of a business:  
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Figure 4. Stakeholder groups adopted from the strategic and economic themes in 

Curran et al., 1993, p. 14. 

Synthesizing the two stakeholder mappings and considering the main activities of spotting 

opportunities, acquiring resources and implementing a market within the geographical 

location which this present study will take place, the following stakeholder groups (Figure 5) 

appear feasible to consider: 
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Figure 5. Synthesized conceptual mapping of relevant stakeholder groups. 

However, even if these are understood as the most relevant stakeholder groups, the nature of 

this present research is to explore and will allow the inclusion of other, unexpected 

stakeholder groups and/or individuals. 

 

2.3. Contextual Factors 
 

Context can refer to several aspects. Relevant to this study, which will be in the form of a 

single case study, is Welch, Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki & Paavilainen-Mäntymäki's (2011) 

definition where context is: 

 

"[...] the contingent conditions that, in combination with a causal mechanism, produce an 

outcome." (p. 741) 

 

Welch et al. (2011) propose that "contextualized explanation" is the theory building 

mechanism when employing the single case study (p. 741). This present study acknowledges 

context due to its ability to answer why something appears as it does (Welch et al., 2011, p. 

749). The apprehension of the contingent conditions stems from the researcher's creativity 

and assumptions about the research topic. Network research within the small business field 

has presented several factors influencing the network such as culture on different 

geographical levels and ethnicity (Shaw, 2006, p. 5). Despite the fragmentation of what the 

exact moderator of the network is, the conclusion can be drawn that all explanatory factors 

relate to the notion on context. Contextual factors which are of primary interest is the 

geographical location of the research subject which provides a specific market environment 
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as well as the context of the individuals who represent the research subject and interacts with 

this particular market environment. As will be argued in the theoretical methodology, the 

contextualized explanation is supported by the critical realist stance taken on reality. This 

present research takes on a rather subjective approach and that the individual experience and 

understanding of an objective, pre-existing reality, will consequently shape this reality. The 

context of this micro business is furthermore in this research attempted to be understood by 

an external actor, the researcher. Hence, this adds an additional contextual aspect; the 

research setting itself. Below sections will explore these contextual factors beginning by the 

geographical situation of the micro business. Secondly, the more philosophical contextual 

factors will be explored, discussing the implications of the persons within the market context 

and my role as researcher. 

  

First, this study focuses on a Swedish context and specifically on a county in the north, 

Västerbotten. The implications of the environment chosen for this study are interesting to 

explore not only in terms of methodological implications but also in terms of theoretical 

implications. Micro- and small business entrepreneurship within Sweden is under-researched 

and a knowledge base is lacking (Tillväxtverket, 2011a, p. 8). For example, as mentioned in 

section 2.2.4.on stakeholder theory, certain stakeholders appear irrelevant to consider due to 

the market environment. I argue that a common understanding of entrepreneurship and small 

business networks is to some extent difficult to apply when considering context. Increasingly 

inclusive and explorative definitions are needed to keep an open mind towards what 

entrepreneurship is, what entrepreneurs do and why since this depend on context as inspired 

by Johansson (2009, p. 1206) and further explored below. This standpoint is valuable when 

considering the network theory and business life cycle theory to remember that the 

implications of these may also be very context specific. This is visible in the national 

strategies in Sweden as the responsibility to develop small businesses and entrepreneurship 

has shifted from national to regional level (Tillväxtverket, 2011a, p. 7). Concerning the main 

potential audience group of national, regional and local policy makers for this present study, 

this section argues that it is necessary to acknowledge context specifics when utilizing any 

theory to study entrepreneurship, not just in terms of methodological implications but also on 

the theory building implications.  

Concerning geographical perspectives, micro- and small business have a positive effect on 

the economy. In the UK, which is characterized by a well established small business culture 

and where extensive small business research has taken place, small businesses are crucial to 

the economic development (Curran & Blackburn, 2001, p. 3). On the contrary, in an 

environment without a strong micro- and small business culture and a homogenous 

development of what constitutes as entrepreneurship such as in Sweden (Johansson, 2009, p. 

1209-1210), the micro- and small businesses can still bring positive effects on the labor 

market (Swedbank och Sparbankerna & Företagarna, 2012, p. 3). In numbers, the smallest 

businesses (0-9 employees) account for the largest share of businesses in both the UK and 

Sweden (Curran & Blackburn, 2001, p. 2; Tillväxtverket, 2011a, p. 28). Small businesses, 

hence small scale entrepreneurship, will come to have increased importance for the Swedish 

economy as employment within the large industries decline (Johansson, 2009, p. 1210). On a 

theoretical level, as argued by Echols & Tsai (2005, p. 220) the connections which a business 

is able to make with its surrounding determines how well it can perform. Their argument is 

that success is not only determined by what the business provides and how it provides it, but 
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also to whom the business is connected to during the process (p. 221) which to some extent is 

determined by the market environment that the business is subject to. The type of business 

which is studied within this present study is one which has matured in a specific geographical 

market environment, as it has not internationalized or expanded in any other way. Hence, the 

geographical embeddedness becomes a crucial contextual factor.  

In practical terms, the particular Swedish market environment offer demographic 

differences. This supports the shift from national to regional responsibility, demanding for a 

knowledgebase to be developed with respect to the region-specific needs and conditions 

(Tillväxtverket, 2011a, p. 25). The argument is therefore that entrepreneurship and the 

appearance of small scale businesses may appear differently in different areas of Sweden. 

Sweden can be divided into five categories based on production capabilities (Tillväxtverket, 

2011b). These five categories encompass Storstadsregioner (Big city regions), Större 

regioncentum (larger regions centers), Mindre regioncentrum (Smaller region centers), 

Småregioner-privat sysselsättning (Small regions-private occupancy) and 

Småregioner-offentlig sysselsättning (Small regions- public occupancy). This division is 

adopted for this present study due to convince for its audience and for future research. The 

national institution for economic development, Tillväxtverket, bases its research and 

publications on this division; hence this study would support and develop an already well 

established and known research framework. The reader recognition and comprehension is 

further strengthened. This present study will regard a town within the "Small region center" 

Umeå, which is located in the north of Sweden in the county of Västerbotten, hence a town 

where production capacity is regarded high suggesting that there is a dynamic market 

environment.  

Second, I agree with Johansson's (2009, p. 1209-1210) argument that when studying an 

environment without a heterogeneous culture of entrepreneurship such as Sweden, keeping 

the concept of entrepreneurship flexible is beneficial for two main reasons. Johansson (2009) 

means that entrepreneurial characteristics within smaller businesses appear different to the 

ones of larger businesses where the entrepreneur is traditionally seen as a hero figure who 

undertakes great risks (p. 1206). Johansson (2009) therefore argue that opening up to a more 

inclusive definition of the entrepreneur, one which makes anyone a potential entrepreneur, 

will be beneficial when considering entrepreneurship as a mean to regional development (p. 

1207). In this present study it is interesting to consider the difference between 

"entrepreneurial orientation" and "small business orientation" (Runyan et al., 2008, p. 569) as 

introduced in section 2.2.1. about the features of a mature micro business. The individuals 

within the business represent a contextual factor equipping the business with certain 

preconditions. After all, the individuals are the ones who maintain and develop the network. 

With an inclusive definition of not specifically differentiating between these two, the 

possibilities of capturing new aspects of entrepreneurship become possible. This research 

will base its findings on the individual who operate the business, hence the individual 

entrepreneurial characteristics of this person, will moderate how he/she maintains a social 

network. If the individual has more entrepreneurial orientation, the wish to grow may also be 

higher and hence the shift from being considered a micro business versus a small or medium 

business.  

Third, the contextual factor of being subject to research may on its own impact the findings 
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of this present study. Considering the business as a hub with individuals managing the 

external network ties with different actors, the researcher, me, will itself represent one of 

those external factors. Adding a stakeholder group (the researcher, me) may have an impact 

on the balance of the other network ties within the network. The researcher, me, is a female 

university student specializing in Entrepreneurship studies within Business Administration. 

Although a given premise, the rather subjective approach to knowledge taken in this present 

research urges the acknowledgement of the researcher as an individual who will influence the 

research process and outcome. This notion is related to theoretical and practical 

methodological assumptions and strategies and the implication(s) of it will be explored in the 

next chapter. However, discussing context in terms of where (geography), who (the 

individual entrepreneur) and what (the research process) as moderating factors of network 

structure, content and strength should be introduced already in this theoretical chapter, but 

will also be further analyzed in the methodology chapter.  

 

2.4. Conceptual Mapping 
 

From the preceding three sections of defining the unit of analysis for this present study and 

defining what will be analyzed in relation to certain contextual factors, a conceptual mapping 

can be developed. Conceptualizing aims at giving theoretical meaning to abstract ideas 

(Neuman, 2011, p. 201) which in this case mean bringing together strands of theories and 

situation-related factors to suggest how these will impact on traditional network theory. 

Szarka (1990) writes that this type of study must contain two parts. First, to understand how 

the members in the network are connected and second to understand what happens in the 

interactions (p.11). This implies generating some understanding of the structure first in order 

to understand the content and relating this to the nature of the mature micro business and the 

other contextual factors. 

The first step of the conceptual framework is network structure. Since the individual micro 

business is the focus of the study, the network study will be done from its perspective. Hence, 

Casson & Della Giusta's (2007, p. 227) network structure is used: 

 

Figure 6, The Hub Structure Approach, Casson & Della Giusta, 2007, p. 227 
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It is acknowledged that individuals within the stakeholder groups may be represented by 

individual lines, for example one friend or family member may be connected differently to 

the business compared to the main function served by the group. Each stakeholder is 

represented by a circle which is connected to the micro business by a line. This will be the 

first step when gathering empirical evidence to explore the micro businesses network 

content; namely to map up who the specific stakeholder groups consist of.  

The second and main step of this research is to explore the content and strength of the 

network ties. The idea is that it will be possible to get an idea of why the network structure 

appears the way it does by exploring the content and strength of the tie which is assumed to 

be influenced by contextual factors such as market environment, the individual entrepreneur 

as well as the research situation (this last notion relating to methodological assumptions). 

Synthesizing the theoretical framework can provide a concept map which will add a 

deductive feature to this present, by nature inductive, study in preparation for the empirical 

data collection. It is however an inductive conceptualization of the literature review. As 

stated by Curran & Blackburn (2001) the inductive approach allows intuition and 

observations to form concepts (p. 43) as is the case for this present research.  

Arguing that the mature micro business is able to maintain its business without growth 

aspirations, it suggests that the connections it has with its market environment is sufficient 

and that the entrepreneur has been able to respond to it in such a way that a market has been 

implemented. In short, the business is functioning. Now is the question what goes on in the 

network to make it function. The activity concerns what, the content how and the strength 

why. The understanding of these network aspects will come from the individual 

entrepreneur, hence being subjective indicators and understandings. So, on top of the 

structural network mapping a layer of contextual mechanism-influences can be applied. 

As this present research attempts to explore, bias will not be exerted in terms of suggesting 

what activity and what stakeholder belongs to what content and strength. However, basic 

ideas of how the three are connected can be conceptualized.  

a. Opportunity seeking 

Opportunity seeking implies communication content and weak strength. The tie will 

consist mainly of intangible information, which Casson & Della Giusta (2007) call 

spill-over information representing the type of information that others cannot convert 

into an opportunity to exploit (p. 230).  This illustrates the non-commercial attribute of 

communication content. In terms of strength it appears that the lower the better.  

Drawing from Casson & Della Giusta's (2007, p. 231) explanation of what opportunity 

seeking involves; the following can be concluded about the indicators of strength. 

Keeping formality low implies more spontaneous and free flowing information. Low 

frequency of encountering the same information sources implies continued exposure to 

new information and hence new opportunity possibilities. The less the reciprocity the 

more information can be exchanged at cheap costs.  

b. Acquiring resources 

Acquiring resources is an effort to exploit a spotted opportunity. It implies more 

exchange content of stronger nature than for opportunity seeking. Since the flow from 
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one party to the other take a tangible form of some sort, the nature of trust and 

obligation-fulfillment become central (Casson & Della Giusta, 2007, p. 233), hence this 

signals that the ties must be made stronger. This can be visible through high levels of 

formality in terms of contractual obligations, frequent encounters to make sure the 

obligations are fulfilled and high reciprocity as both parties depend on the other's 

performance.  Issues of 'unilateral trust' defined as when both parties, contrary to only 

one, have "confident and warranted belief that the other party will honor their 

obligations" (Casson & Della Giusta, 2007, p. 229) become more apparent. Contracted 

obligations are suggested as ways to ensure that the network tie content functions which 

contains a "[...] reciprocal set of promises [...] (Casson & Della Giusta, 2007, p. 229). 

However, trust is not assumed and legal documents are set up to ensure it, hence the high 

formality of the tie. This suggests that it is an “expensive” tie as much effort is needed to 

maintain it. If the tie was even stronger, less formality would need to be present. 

c. Implementing a market.  

This is the result of the success of the previous two activities. However, as mentioned by 

Casson & Della Giusta (2007, p. 232) once the market is implemented it must be 

maintained and hence the two previous activities must re-feed with necessary 

tangible/intangible resources. Therefore I argue that these activities should not be seen as 

isolated steps but rather as a continuous circular never-ending process. Implementing a 

market should be seen as an individual step on its own, but maintaining it depends on 

continuous re-performance and evolvement of the previous activities. From the 

perspective of implementation and network content and strength with the micro 

businesses stakeholders, medium strength normative content appears relevant. 

Normative content suggest that the parties within the network act because they assume 

that the other party will want or expect them to act in a certain way. The network tie is 

maintained simply due to social roles and the individuals’ ability to make sense of their 

position in a context. This is abstract to capture and quantify and will require continuous 

observation. The normative content can also be attributed to the concept of 'trust' as 

defined in previous section; however the trust relies on customary expectations where the 

parties "[...] behave towards each other in a predictable fashion even though there has 

been no prior communication between them." (Casson & Della Giusta, 2007, p. 229).  

Since the mature micro business is well established in its context, many ties will be 

maintained from when the business was implemented. These are ties which could be more 

opportunity or resource acquiring if the business was growth oriented. As suggested by 

Granovetter (1973), there is value in weak ties if the business seeks to grow. This present 

research will allow seeing what the network appears like, suggesting contextual factors as 

explanatory variables which are of the nature that they would not be taken into account 

without suitable methodological choices. What this conceptual mapping suggests is that for 

the micro business, defining the network in terms of traditional external network structure 

with nodes of stakeholders, is not of interest to the smaller business and that we will be much 

more informed by comprehending what forms the ties. Keeping the network structure 

Figures 2a;b;c, p. 16-17, and the stakeholder Figure 5, p. 20, in mind and combining the 

views Granovetter in his "The Strength of Weak Tie" (1973) with Curran & Blackburn's 

(2001) remark that "[...] the ideal type of the classical economist's model of the individual 
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business whose activities are dictated completely by the market" (p. 7), the most successful 

micro business should have fewer stronger ties and more weaker ties if seeking to grow. This 

presents a more dynamic mapping in comparison to the structure and stakeholder mapping 

figures. Combining Casson & Della Giusta's (2007) business activities with Mitchell's (1973) 

network content, this increasingly dynamic conceptual mapping is feasible to represent 

network structure of the micro business: 

 

Figure 7. Synthesized conceptual mapping of relation between the business, the strength of 

ties, activities and content within the network. 

This mapping makes no proposition of which stakeholder that is present in which tie 

category. This is hoped to become apparent from the empirical data collection. If this 

conceptual mapping proves feasible, stakeholder groups and individuals will be allocated 

across it. This guiding conceptual mapping will be used for the research design.  
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3. Methodology  

This present research divides the methodology in theoretical and practical parts to 

distinguish between abstract and philosophical assumptions and the concrete process of 

which the data is collected and analyzed from. The links between the theoretical and 

practical methodology forming the research design will be thoroughly described. This is 

done to fulfill the purpose of methodological contribution.  

 

3.1. Theoretical Methodology 
 

3.1.1. Epistemology and Ontology 
 

Even if this present research is not mainly aiming for theory-building, it has been recognized 

that this process needs to be better defined (Whetten, 2002, p. 45) hence emphasizing the 

methodological assumptions. This is particularly relevant for the small business research 

field which is recognized to utilize poor research methods (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, 

p. 132). Referring back to the purpose of this research to increase the understanding for 

networks within the micro business field, some assumptions of reality and knowledge are 

more feasible than others. Neuman (2011) write that "Science refers to both a system for 

producing knowledge and the knowledge that results from that system" (p. 9) and that in this 

process, assumptions are made about reality. The methodological standpoints represent the 

"system" referred to by Neuman (2011) since it is from these standpoints that the research 

will be carried out and results produced. When constructing the research question and 

preparing the theoretical framework for this present research, the intangibility, the tacitness 

and the abstractness of network content and strength is appreciated as it is embedded in social 

constructs. Furthermore, the under-researched nature of the topic suggests that knowledge- 

and theory creation is possible. Acknowledging these two notions has impacts on the 

theoretical assumptions which will be made for this present research. 

The philosophical assumptions on research have been core elements of how this particular 

study was developed both in terms of research topic and method. The two philosophical 

approaches which this research take stand on are ontological and epistemological 

assumptions. Taking stands on ontology and epistemology has largely been ignored within 

small business research and has led to little advancement within methodological 

developments within this field (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, p. 133). This present 

research therefore attempt to place attention on it and do so in relation to the case study 

strategy which will be used (see section 3.2.1.). Ontology refers to if reality is affected by the 

individual's understanding of it epistemology refers to what knowledge is and comes from 

(Neuman, 2011, p. 93). I argue that a critical realist approach to the ontological and 

epistemological philosophical branches is appropriate for this research. Critical realism is 

feasible when seeking to identify “[…] the structures of the world” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 

2008, p. 18). The contextual embeddedness of the network is viewed as being such a 

structure. 
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The critical realist ontological approach does not follow either the constructionist ontology 

or objectivist ontology. The critical realist stance postulates that the social life is created and 

re-created from the objective and can only be apprehended when displayed (Bryman & Bell, 

2011, p. 616).  This differs from taking a full objectivist approach where reality exists 

independent of the individual's own experience and interpretation of it or a full 

constructionist approach where reality exists only from the individual's experience of it. 

Hence, the critical realist approach assumes reality as objectively existing but that the 

subjects (individuals) within it continuously interpret it, forming their understanding of it 

(Sayver, 1992, p. 5; Easton, 2010, p. 120, Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 19). This research 

places the social actors (the entrepreneur and the connected external stakeholders) and their 

context in a central position to appreciate the appearance of the network content and 

tie-strength and why this is so, hence putting focus on a contextual version of reality as a 

product of its actors in a given objective setting. The critical realist stance seeks to uncover 

the mechanisms in this reality that makes the individuals behave as they do (May, 2011, p. 

11) where contextual explanations can be one such mechanism.  Hence, the researcher, me, 

makes some presumptions about the nature of the relationships between strands of theories 

and how these are exhibited in the reality of the research subject, also being a feature of the 

ethnographic methods used in this present research (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 616). Morgan 

& Smircich (1980) argue that it is limiting to assume that there is a measurable relation 

between different elements (p. 498) which is an appropriate consideration to this particular 

research as it seeks to explore both how preexisting theories can be related and what 

modifications that are visible to them. The purpose of the research is to explore something to 

create an understanding of it, hence suggesting that reality is in the making yet being the 

product of what already exists. Due to the under researched nature of network content within 

small businesses, it would indeed be limiting to assume that there exist certain relations 

between different variables. The interplay of induction and deduction is therefore a natural 

part of this present research. This will be further illustrated with the use of process methods 

and the inspiration from the grounded theory process. The deductive conceptual mapping in 

section 2.4. is used as an analytical tool and is in no way a hypothesis for which the empirical 

data shall attempt to confirm but rather explore and develop.  

The critical realist approach assumes the adoption of an interpretivist epistemological 

approach. Focus is placed on understanding rather than explaining human behavior (Bryman, 

2008, p. 13) where the goal is to develop understandings of social meanings (Neuman, 2011, 

p. 102). Assuming that reality can be understood through its context, it is still subject to the 

ability for observation and interpretation of the researcher (Easton, 2010, p. 123-124), hence 

giving rise for an interpretivist stance. The subjects in the objective reality understand and 

create as well as the researcher will understand and create knowledge out of it. The particular 

market environment of the micro businesses is given priority in the literature review as the 

micro businesses' particular network is embedded within its particular social context. The 

contextual variables are proposed to have an effect on the network content and strength of the 

micro businesses. Furthermore, considering that the business is in fact embedded in the social 

relations assumes that the reality and knowledge of the business is created within the social 

interactions of the actors within the network.  

The ontological and epistemological assumptions illuminate a subjective critical realist 

research focus. Long et al. (2000) write that considering the existence of multiple realities 
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stemming from social interactions and the interpretations of these, the researcher must 

consider "[...] the historical-contextual characteristics of all participants, including the 

scientist him/herself" (p. 191). Since this present research considers the market environment 

of the micro businesses to a great extent, this relates to the notion that any findings on 

network content and strength will be affected by the context these businesses are in as well as 

the contextual factors of any respondents and of the researcher itself. 

The ontological and epistemological combinations should not be seen as static objective or 

subjective but rather as a continuing scale (Long, White, Friedman & Brazeal, 2000, p. 192). 

For this present research, the idea that the social world is ecology and evolution is 

appropriate (Long et al., 2000, p. 193). Asserted here, and appropriate for business research, 

is that context of an individual must be understood; hence variables should not be isolated for 

analysis. This brings certain methodological implications. One, since this research aims at 

exploring to generate an understanding, the reality of the subjects must in some way be made 

transmittable. Two, since I as researcher will interact with the ecology of the research 

subject, this needs to be done as subtle as possible as to not interfere with the ecology sought 

to be studied.  

 

3.1.2. Scientific Approach 
 

This present research seeks to increase the understanding within a particular field, hence it 

relates to an exploratory research which is appropriate for areas in which little is known and 

where the research question tries to answer a "what" (Neuman, 2011, p. 38). From an 

exploratory research the findings are rarely definite and are rather aiming at setting a base for 

future research. Choosing an exploratory approach demands that the researcher is "creative, 

open minded and flexible [...]" (Neuman, 2011, p. 38) which will need to be considered when 

developing the practical research methods. This implies that considering the limitations of 

the individual researcher(s) is of prime importance for how it can affect the outcome of the 

study.  

The exploratory approach supports the interplay between induction and deduction. This is 

appropriate as this present study under the critical realist stance (Easton, 2010, p. 124) and 

that no study is purely inductive or deductive (Bryman, 2008, p. 11; Pettigrew, 1997, p. 339).  

Rather than stating that this research is abductive as a combination between deductive and 

inductive, the labeling of the research as being abductive may itself be limiting. It is more 

interesting to explore the deductive and inductive features and consolidate them. This means 

that the reality and contexts of the research subject will be studied with some deductive idea 

derived from the context of the researcher but that it is the empirical findings which postulate 

any theory (Bryman, 2008, p. 11). The full deductive or inductive research stance would not 

be feasible since the researcher does suggest relationships between concepts (not fully 

inductive) and does not aim to test any hypothesis due to the limited theoretical 

developments available and/or relevant to be tested (not fully deductive). The interplay 

between induction and deduction is shown from the proposed conceptual mapping in section 

2.4. which is intended to help structuring the empirical data collection rather than impose any 

bias as proposed by Bryman (2008 p. 24-25). The empirical data will show whether this 

initial conceptual mapping of how network content and strength can be analyzed really is of 

any value. The practical methodology must therefore be open-ended and flexible enough to 
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capture data beyond the concept mapping. 

3.1.3. Literature Search and Criticism  

The conceptual framework is derived from three different sets of literature studies. For this 

present study the literature search has paid attention to theories on business types and stages, 

networks and some contextual factors, both abstract and explicit. The findings have been 

combined to formulate a conceptual mapping for how network content and strength of 

mature micro businesses in a northern Swedish market environment can be understood from 

a theoretical point of view. This research has therefore engaged in what Neuman (2011) calls 

context review where the present study is linked "[...] to a larger body of knowledge." (p. 

125). This has been appropriate since there exist little literature which focuses on the exact 

nature of this specific research, hence the need to combine theories from a broader scope of 

knowledge areas. The literature search has guided the formulation of the research question. 

This is an appropriate procedure to conduct a systematic literature review as the review itself 

can aid in focusing the final research question (Neuman, 2011, p. 133). Combining the 

network theories and methodological fragmentation arguments with the smaller sized 

businesses in a Swedish environment produced the research gap and positioned the study. 

 

The body of literature has been complied by scientific articles, books and government 

reports. The search was initiated using the database Business Source Premier available 

through Umeå University's Library to achieve a few scientific articles. Once having gathered 

some base articles, relevant sources within these where retrieved. As one of the aims of 

purposes of this research is to draw back to fundamental sociological network theories as it is 

most developed within this field, several sources have only been available in print. Much of 

the original sociological network theories have been found in book anthologies. The initial 

database literature search also indicated recurring author names and journals, in particular for 

developing the methodological chapters. Top journals for this present research have been 

International Small Business Journal, American Journal of Sociology, Academy of 

Management Review, Scandinavian Journal of Management and Strategic Management 

Journal. To find relevant information for the contemporary situation for the northern 

Swedish context, government reports have been studied. These have been retrieved from the 

homepages of local, regional and national government institutions, most notably 

Tillväxtverket's homepage. 

To ensure that the literature search yielded high quality material for this present research 

precaution has been taken. First, the scientific journals used are peer-reviewed. Second, 

materials of authors which are continuously cited have been retrieved as this recurrence has 

been an indication of broad acceptance in the research field. Within this process is the wish to 

retrieve the original sources to check for proper use of any original frameworks. Third, since 

this study does not feature one coherent theoretical framework but is rather a combination of 

several, attempt has been made to consider different theories on the same matter in order to 

derive a concept map appropriate for this particular case. An example of this is the 

stakeholder theories, where frameworks in Johnson et al. (2011) and Curran et al. (1993) 

were combined to fit the context. Fourth, attempt has been made to only use the most updated 
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government reports in order for any statistics/other facts to be as up to date as possible. Fifth, 

for any concepts which have needed simple and well established definitions, scholarly 

textbooks such as Johnson et al. (2011) or Bryman & Bell (2011) have been used.  

3.2. Practical Methodology 
 

3.2.1. Choice of Research Strategy 
 

To answer to the explorative nature of the research question and the abstract and intangible 

feature of social networks, the practical research methods aim for flexibility and creativity. 

Emphasis is placed on employing a research strategy with techniques and methods which can 

capture context. This present study will employ a qualitative single case research strategy 

which, as an effect of the critical realist stance, indicate ethnography and open ended 

questioning methods (Easton, 2010, p. 123). It will employ the process analysis technique 

used within grounded theory  

The research strategy for this present study is qualitative. The exploratory dimension of the 

research question is the principal guide for this choice as the contrary, quantitative research, 

aims at measuring rather than exploring (Bryman, 2008, p. 21). Qualitative research relies on 

soft data in the form of words, photos and symbols social and is therefore suitable for 

interpretivistic epistemology (Neuman, 2011, p. 165) since it aims to capture parts of social 

life which cannot be quantified into hard data and numbers (p.174). However, this in the 

context of business research, most studies on small business has employed quantitative 

methods (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, p. 129) which mean that the qualitative approach 

is on its own a response to a methodological research gap. The same authors support giving 

attention to this methodological research gap as they argue that more focus should be given 

to explanatory research before variable-centered research is carried out (p. 130) which this 

present research has as one core aim by first looking towards exploring. As the assumptions 

of reality and knowledge become increasingly subjective which is the case for this present 

research, the feasibility of quantitative research methods decrease as focus is put on social 

meanings in specific contexts (Long et al., 2000, p. 194). The representative of the research 

subject, the micro business, is assumed to form the network as rationally as their own 

resource scarce context allows, hence each micro business should be regarded as a unique 

case, supporting the notion that it is difficult and unnecessary to quantify any findings.  

The purpose of this research is to explore to generate an understanding within a field which 

lacks research. As explained, the research gap exists both in terms of network content as well 

in mature businesses and that within the research that has been carried out, methodological 

assumptions and methods have been inappropriate. Further, this present study proposes that 

the context plays a crucial role in the network appearance. These preconditions has led to 

consider a case driven- rather than a variable driven research method which can provide "[...] 

rich, in-depth explanatory narrative[s][...]" (Thomas, 2011, p. 512) and allow for 

understanding the specific conditions of a particular setting (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 534). An 

in-depth case study can be analyzed using qualitative research data collection methods such 

as ethnographic observation and participation with integrated interviewing and questioning. 

The implications of employing a case study strategy will first be discussed and second the 

employing of the ethnographic method to the case.  
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First, a case study is used as a qualitative strategy and method for three reasons. First, the 

nature of the research question is open ended and does not specify the variables which are 

content- or strength related. This implies a research method allowing for open ended 

findings. Second, the case study assumes that a social phenomenon is dependent rather than 

independent on its context and therefore incorporates the context into the findings (Gibbert, 

Ruigrok & Wicki, 2008, p. 1466) which is well in line with the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions for this present research. Third, a core aim of this research has 

been to trace back to the roots of classical theories and hence the use of well established 

sociological theories. The case study technique has been used in some of the best-known 

sociology studies (Bryman, 2008, p. 52) which is a strong support for passing this research 

technique to the field of entrepreneurship.  

The case allows examining many aspects of few units (Neuman, 2011, p. 177; Thomas, 2011, 

p. 512) which in turn support the explorative nature of this research; in this way new insights 

in network theory and micro businesses can be elucidated. The case shall be representative of 

the market environment it operates in; hence the case is of exemplifying kind. The 

exemplifying case is intended to represent a broader context (Bryman, 2008, p. 56) which is 

supporting argument for why one single in depth study is used in preference for making 

several but less deep case studies. It is recognized that the case study suffers from limited 

external validity however, in line with Bryman (2008, p. 57) this is not a purpose nor 

necessity of this case study as it seeks to apprehend how theory can be understood, applied 

and generated in a practical example. The case study can also be viewed as longitudinal in the 

sense that data collection is taken from the same subject at successive stages (Bryman, 2008, 

p. 57). The nature of the single case study does not infer on the practical contribution of the 

research; applying and apprehending network theory regarding content and strength 

contributes to richer knowledge of small businesses and their networking.  

To develop coherence of the case study, Thomas' (2011, p. 518) typologies of case studies 

has been used. The typology map appears as follows and the choices for this particular study 

are highlighted: 

Figure 8. A typology of case study, Thomas, 2011, p. 518 

Applying the conceptual mapping from section 2.4. to the research setting produced from 

above, produce certain preconditions. The strategy employed when choosing between the 

research setting possibilities has been guided by the research question. This typology map 

suggests that the case has a subject and object attached to it. For this present research, the 

subject is mature micro businesses in Umeå, Västerbotten, Sweden, which can be identified 
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as "local knowledge"-cases of exemplifying kind. The subject is the micro business and the 

entrepreneur or similar will represent it. The object is the network with its network content 

and tie strength. The research question aim at answering what the network content and 

strength appears as, hence nothing that indicates the need for any extreme case. The purpose 

of the study is exploratory and is in nature illustrative/descriptive with possible theory 

building applications. The theoretical background and the conceptual mapping is 

explorative, hence this supports the exploratory empirical approach.  

The exact methodological data collection procedures will be returned to in subsequent 

sections. However, attention must be paid to the process of choosing a single or multiple case 

study. This case study is singular. As the purpose is not essentially to compare but rather to 

gain understanding, one case is selected and studied in a snapshot version of several 

consecutive days. As the literature review has shown, the small (micro) business and its 

network is so dependent and embedded in the environment in which it exists, that studying 

the cases as individual units is more interesting than comparing individual features of the 

cases to one another.  

Second, the practical methodological choice for the in depth case study will be in the form of 

ethnographic field research of observation and participation with integrated questioning and 

interviewing. Field research is appropriate when wanting "[...] to learn about, understand, or 

describe [...] (Neuman, 2011, p. 421) and ethnography when wanting to achieve viewpoints 

of an insider (p. 423), in this case on the external network of an individual micro business. In 

line with Van Maanen (2011a, p. 223) ethnography involves preparation of 

conceptualizations and frameworks which are used and compared to empirical findings. 

Concerning the critical realist ontological approach and the combination between induction 

and deduction within this present study, Van Maanen’s (2011a, p. 233) argument is feasible. 

Since this research seeks to explore, the flexibility of ethnography concerning what is 

considered relevant data is beneficial: the research process is free, allowing for capturing 

new phenomena. Ethnographic research is uncommon within business research (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2008, p. 138) perhaps due to the preference for quantitative research designs of 

business research. However, there are examples of ethnographic business studies (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011, p. 425) which makes this an interesting and for this present research appropriate 

consideration.  Utilizing an ethnographic research method can imply several techniques and 

for this present research it is worth noting the attempt to capture how groups or individuals 

speak about what they do, which can be referred to as ethnoscience (Van Maanen, 2011b, p. 

50). It will be of interest to capture how the individual(s) representing the research subject 

reasons regarding their understanding of the network, as this understanding will aid in any 

theory building.  

Ethnographic research implies observing what is being done and said and integrating this 

with asking questions/interviewing during an extensive time period (Bryman, 2008, p. 402), 

however time constraints call for naming this present study a micro-ethnographic study. The 

time constraints is a disadvantage for ethnographic research as more observation imply better 

understanding and hence better exploration of the research setting. However, the abstract and 

intangible nature of networks makes other qualitative research methods insufficient, such as 

only structured or unstructured interviewing. Bryman (2008) suggest that interviewing is 

limited, one particular aspect in this case the sole reliance on verbal behavior, insensitivity to 
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context and lack of naturalistic emphasis (p. 465). As described, network content is abstract 

both to the case representative and to the researcher, meaning that it may be so tacit that it is 

difficult to translate it into immediate wording both when preparing questions and when 

answering them. The utilization of the external network may not be reflected upon which 

necessitates behavioral observation to complement to any interviewing.  

The ethnographic approach calls for a passive researcher where focus is placed on 

observation. The ethnographic research approach focuses on "[...] participant observation, 

conversations and open interviews [...]". (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 142). In line with 

Sjöberg (2011), in ethnographic research the researcher him/herself becomes the crucial tool 

to collect the data (preface, p. 5) which implies that without the individual researcher the 

sought findings cannot be found. Beyond evaluating the context of the research subject, the 

context of the researcher is therefore also of interest since it is through this individual any 

findings will translate. In conjunction with the theoretical ontological assumptions, the 

ethnographic approach is suitable since it allows for open-ended means of studying the 

research subject (Morgan & Smircich, 1980, p. 498). Neuman (2011, p. 427) describe six 

steps for performing field research. The steps are the following: 

1. Prepare oneself, read the literature, and defocus. 

2. Select a field site and gain access to it.  

3. Enter the field and establish social relations with members.  

4. Adopt a social role, learn the ropes, and get along with members.  

5. Watch, listen, and collect quality data. 

 Begin to analyze data and to generate and evaluate working hypotheses.  

 Focus on specific aspects of the setting and use theoretical sampling 

 Conduct detailed interviews with member informants 

6. Disengage and physically leave the setting 

 Complete the analyses and write the research report.  

Step one includes the preparatory work which is done by preparing the research question, 

reviewing the literature and constructing conceptualizations and operationalization of the 

framework. The field research can incorporate several techniques (Neuman, 2011, p. 425) 

and therefore requires the researcher to be flexible and creative. Flexibility and creativity are 

visible aspect for this present study. As this study seeks to investigate a situation inside a 

business this can be referred to as a closed setting for which access can be difficult to achieve 

(Bryman, 2008, p. 405). He suggests that to overcome such challenges the researcher can use 

several strategies, a few which are plausible to consider for this present research such as 

exploring the personal network of the researcher, being able to get acceptance from top 

management and being able to offer something in return such as a full copy of the research 

paper (Bryman, 2008, p. 407). 
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The ethnographer also needs to define the role she/he will adopt within the research setting. 

The roles vary from fully observing to fully participating in the research setting (Bryman, 

2008, p. 411). Since this research aim to, for a short time period, penetrate a quite isolated 

and secured closed research setting, a micro business environment, full participating 

ethnographic research without revealing the researcher identity would be impossible. 

Furthermore, as the research question incorporates trying to answer a "why", exploratory, 

open-ended, interviewing and questioning will be needed. Therefore this research will rely 

on the observer-as-participant role where the researcher mainly interviews in conjunction to 

some participation (Bryman, 2008, p. 411). The actual definition and content of the semi-and 

unstructured interviewing and questioning is described in section 3.2.4. 

Within the fifth step I incorporate Sjöberg's (2011) view that in ethnographic research the 

research subject "[...] may also act as directors of the research, influencing both the 

knowledge-gathering process and the knowledge obtained." (p. 68). To allow the research 

subject to act as directors, semi/unstructured and open-ended interviewing and questioning 

are used together with behavioral observation (Neuman, 2011, p. 441). To retrieve the 

content (communication, exchange and normative) and strength (level of formality, 

frequency and reciprocity) both what is being said, how it is said and done can be behavioral 

indicators. The data will be recorded by note taking such as jotted notes, maps, figures and 

photographs (Neuman, 2011, p. 443). Observation will take place during semi-structured 

interviewing and questioning and "[...] they involve one or more people present, occur in the 

field, and are informal and non-directive" (Neuman, 2011, p. 449). This material will be 

recorded. 

As above shows, the relation between the researcher, the representative of the case and the 

time aspect are crucial for exploring the topic of network content and strength for a mature 

micro business. This emphasis is coherent with the subjective epistemological and 

ontological assumptions, calling for trying to apprehend the individual context as formed 

from a pre-existing reality where the researcher, me, the representative of the research 

subject and the time at which this interaction takes place will impact on the findings. This 

type of impact can be viewed as a disadvantage of ethnographic research as it implies that 

bias is imposed on any findings. I argue however that due to the intangible and tacit nature of 

social network content, the knowledge (awareness of the network) first needs to be "created" 

by making the research subject aware of its existence. The notion of network content and 

strength may not be visible to study until the research subject itself can put words on and/or 

illustrate it with the aid of the researcher. One core aim of modern ethnographic research is 

indeed to extract and employ the language and practices of the research subject to make the 

research understandable to the subject itself (Sjöberg, 2011, p. 12). This implies the need for 

time, hence adding a process dimension to this ethnographic case research. The findings will 

relate to process theorizing which "[...] take sequencing and ordering to be critical." 

(Langley, 2008, p. 2). Emphasis is here placed on what is said in what order and why 

(Langley, 2008, p. 2) which is considered applicable argument for this present research as the 

researcher and the representative of the research subject together will develop a platform for 

discussion and the researcher will develop a method of observing on site. Pettigrew (1997) 

describes that social reality is continuously evolving and can therefore not be understood as a 

static state (p. 339) which in turn implies that to answer the "what" and "why" part of the 

research question attempt will be made looking at links between events rather than at static 
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events themselves (p. 340). The argument is that the concept of network content and strength 

may be experienced as less abstract by the end of the data collection period compared to the 

beginning. This can impact the subjective reality of which the researcher and the 

representative of the research subject create and transmit, e.g. what the researcher observes 

and what the representative of the research subject says and does. This provides strong 

support for the process application, Pettigrew (1997) writes the following: 

"[...] social processes are deeply embedded in the contexts that produce and are produced by 

them." (Pettigrew, 1997, p. 340) 

As the focus of this present research is social by nature, this quote is relevant. Its significance 

is particularly relevant as for example Halinen et al.  (2011, p. 215) have as research topic 

time and process as moderators of the business network saying that It suggest that the 

research subject will, in the context of the research, produce the reality and the knowledge 

which can be extracted and will in its turn be affected (become "produced") by this. 

However, as Pettigrew (1997) recognizes, process analysis is subject to multiple type of 

criticism, at large the inability to capture broader perspectives (p. 354-7) but as the present 

research is exploratory both in terms of research topic and methodology, this methodological 

criticisms can be overlooked.  

Summarizing and reflecting on above practical methodological approaches and techniques, 

reference can be drawn to the process used in grounded theory. The choice of a qualitative 

case study investigated using ethnographic observer-as-participant involving process 

techniques of returning to the same research setting together with an active researcher, 

implies adjusting the conduct of the research according to what is being found.  The 

grounded theory research process does this, letting the methods, findings and understandings 

of the findings influence how the research is continued (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 12). 

Returning to the subjective theoretical methodology where it was recognized that 

understanding of an objective reality has to be formed through the subjective understanding 

of the individual and that this is an ongoing process (critical realism) the process employed in 

grounded theory of re-feeding into both methods and apprehension of topic, allows for a 

more accurate capture of this subjective reality (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 12). This present 

research does however not claim for grounded theory, but simply use the techniques 

associated with it. 

 

3.2.2. Choice of research subject 
 

For this present research the research topic has first been determined and explored and 

secondly the appropriate research subject has been selected. This method is consistent with 

the ethnographic research process (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 139). The case is 

selected to fit with the theory which is being built in this present research. This theoretical 

sampling is in contrast to random selection, the latter being more appropriate for quantitative 

research methods (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 537).  

 

Once determining an appropriate research subject, access to it must be gained. For this 

present research the criteria for adopting research subject were first to find a mature micro 

business and second for this mature micro business to be an exemplifying case as described 
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in section 3.2.1. The exemplifying case is here chosen with regards to one of the intended 

reader audiences of this present research. To satisfy the audience of policy makers on 

national, regional and local level the case should have a geographical and demographic 

feature. Hence, the case should be representative in terms of relevance to the broader market 

environment of the region. Some general criteria such that the mature micro business is 

within a growing industry which is of importance to the region discussed in chapter 2.4. was 

balanced with the possibilities of gaining access to the site. As a result of this, the chosen 

business is within an important, developing and well established industry for this region, 

Umeå, Västerbotten. The researcher has prior connections to the business which aided in 

gaining access to the site. To find the most appropriate representative for this particular 

research subject (the case) the person with the position close to operational manager or COO 

(chief operational officer) has been selected as he/she is responsible to keep the business’ 

everyday operations running. The business owner and the entrepreneur of the business 

remains inactive in the day to day running of the business, hence not representing the 

research subject well in terms of external network content and strength. Seen through this 

perspective, the representative of the research subject, having a resembling position of a 

COO, is the entrepreneur of the network on which the business is dependent on. This 

individual has a long history within the industry and in the actual present business, hence is 

entrepreneurial in the sense of developing within the boundaries of the industry itself.  

Even if this present research emphasizes the importance of the social context of each 

individual business, some attempts have been made to choose a case which is representative 

by employing the creative strategies described above. For the second audience group of 

researchers, the chosen research subject in terms of industry is not of prime importance as 

this audience group will be most interested in the methodological process, applications and 

theory developments. Instead, for this audience group, the chosen business is interesting in 

terms of what access it can give. A business which would allow the researcher to be able to 

participate and get as close to the social reality of the research subject has been of prime 

importance. Therefore, the chosen research subject has allowed the researcher to merge in the 

social context by for example wearing proper working uniform and helping out with basic 

tasks.  

 

3.2.3. Ethical Principles 
 

The case study and the ethnography are conducted on overt grounds where the research 

subject is aware of the conducted research. Research ethics has been respected to ensure that 

the representative of the research subject, the COO (chief operating officer), is comfortable 

before, during and after the research. A comfortable research setting can deliver the most 

accurate data of the nature of the research subject's "reality". Four characteristics of an ethical 

research are the absence of harm to the participants, the lack of informed consent, the 

invasion of privacy and deception (Bryman, 2008, p. 118). To fulfill these, the COO, is 

allowed to choose the research time sessions and terminate or pause the research at any time. 

As the COO is being observed and interviewed during working hours, the researcher 

attempts to reduce stress by letting the COO carry out crucial working tasks without 

interrupting. This will reduce psychological harm in the form of stress or discomfort. The 

COO is informed about the research in advance and allowed to ask any questions about it. In 
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Appendix A a translated from Swedish to English letter of informed consent is attached. The 

COO's identity is anonymous. The type of industry which the micro business operates in is 

also made anonymous. This is done first to let the COO feel comfortable to reveal as much as 

possible and secondly not to bias the findings of this present study to confine them to a 

particular industry as industry is not considered a contextual factor/variable within this 

present research. Hence, any empirical evidence which is business-specific is excluded from 

the research. The discussion topics are free and open ended but are focused on the research 

topic of network structure, content, activities and strength. Hence, the researcher has not 

made any attempt to make the COO reveal private or personal information. Last, the 

researcher has been open with the purpose of this present research by stating that it is a 

degree project written for a university. The COO is also been promised a copy of the final 

version of this present research. 

 

3.2.4. Interview Guide 
 

The interview guide is designed to suit an ethnographic research design which will allow for 

process analysis. With regards to the subjective theoretical assumptions and the ethnographic 

stance, the interview guide shall strain from imposing prior conceptualizations upon the 

research subject. This implies that the researcher must attempt to perform the study by letting 

the self remain unbiased as to not influencing the research subject.  With reference to the 

role of the researcher described above, observer-as-participant, the interview guide is partly 

unstructured and partly semi-structured. The unstructured technique implies imposing 

general topics for the respondent to talk around and where the researcher attempts to follow 

up on relevant remarks (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 467). The semi structured technique 

includes quite specific, non-chronological, topics to be covered but which can be answered in 

multiple ways of the respondent (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 467) hence leaving room for open 

ended answers.  

 

With respect to above discussion of the ethnographic case study based on field observation 

and interviewing the following interview guide is prepared. The aim of the interview guide is 

to allow the researcher to influence the research setting as little as possible, to be able to 

interview while observing, to be able to re-use the guide at several occasions and finally to 

allow the research subject case and respondent to remain anonymous.  

 

Step 1. Establishing a base for discussion, observation and analysis. 

This will help to reduce the abstractness of the theoretical base for the research subject. The 

researcher will gain an understanding of the network and hence miscommunications between 

the subject and researcher will be reduced. By beginning to talk about what a network is with 

the respondent, it is hoped that interest and understanding will be developed within the 

respondent which will help the respondent engage properly in the discussion. This first step 

will introduce the research process and will also be re-done when completing the research 

process. This is done to incorporate the process aspects of this research as described 

previously: The respondent may reflect differently upon the discussion before and after. The 

build-up of the network structure can then be used during the observation and integrated 

interviewing as a tool to see what actually goes on in the network as well as for the analysis to 

compare and contrast with. The discussion areas are divided into topics explored in the 
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theoretical framework and conceptual mapping. This may be regarded as limiting in 

ethnography but is argued as necessary for this present research to achieve structure to the 

discussions. Appendix B features the first section of the interview guide. 

Step 2. Repeated observation and integrated interviewing 

Once above mapping out of the network and all the parts interesting for this study, real-time 

observation with integrated interviewing can take place. Understanding business network in 

similar terms as of Halinen et al. (2011) as continuously being recreated (p. 215), the 

researcher will keep track on the following: 

- Who the subject interacts with. 

- What goes on during interaction to capture the activities. 

- What content that is contained (what is and how is it exchanged, what is communicated and 

how is it communicated, what is normative and how is it normative). 

- What strength that is signaled (the level of formality, frequency and reciprocity). 

- Other behavioral indicators. 

 

3.2.5. Data Collection and Analysis Methods 
 

The first section of the interview guide will be performed at the start of the field research and 

at the end of the field research. The second section of the interview guide will be used for the 

four days when the field research will take place. To collect the data, audio-recordings and 

written reflections of the researcher will be used.  

The audio-recording captures what and how things are said allowing the researcher to engage 

in active listening to accurately being able to follow up on relevant remarks without having to 

focus on taking detailed notes (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 482). This is appropriate for the 

ethnographic approach. Relating back to the research question and the explorative nature of 

the research; recording the material will give exact insight of what the representative of the 

research subject considers being the content and strengths of the network ties as well as why 

this is. Since the recordings will feature unstructured and semi-structured interviews it is 

likely that large portions of the material will be irrelevant for this particular study. Bryman & 

Bell (2011) suggest that it can be appropriate to listen to the recording at least twice and 

transcribe the relevant portions (p. 485). The research is performed in the mother tongue of 

the representative of the research subject. Hence, the transcribed material will be in Swedish 

which in turn will be translated to English for the purpose of this research. To complement 

the audio-recordings, the researcher will jot notes for observations and reflections. The 

researcher will also collect relevant documents which could illustrate how the network actors 

connect.  

 

The process method has meant coding the empirical data in steps. Coding is performed to 

"[...] organize the raw data into conceptual categories and create themes or concepts." 

(Neuman, 2011, p. 510). The empirical data incorporates multiple and unpredictable themes, 

unanticipated at prior to the data collection. Inspired by Neuman's (2011) open-, axial and 
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selective coding (p. 511-14), the researcher has first listened and read through the transcribed 

raw data and assigned codes (open coding) to then linking them (axial coding) and finally 

selecting the themes and/or concepts which assist in the theory building (selective coding). 

Rigorous use of this coding system has been done with the total of all the findings, but also 

in-between the research occasions to develop the research from each research session to the 

next. The interactive role of the researcher implicates on this coding process as the 

researcher, me, choose between findings considered relevant and not from the open-ended 

empirical data. A judgmental part of me as researcher is unavoidable. In the open coding, 

data is selected which corresponds to the theoretical foundation; either in support or 

contradiction of it. Data is also selected with regards to processes: change in language, in 

tone, in way of interacting in the discussions and so on. In the axial coding, the selected data 

is linked, in particular the process data and how it interacts with the data corresponding to the 

conceptual mappings. In the selective coding advancements towards theory and the findings 

relation to previous theory is synthesized. The open coding results in the empirical data, 

chapter 4. The axial coding results in chapter 5. The selective coding is the end of chapter 5.  

 

3.2.6. Quality of Research Methods 
 

Ensuring quality of data connects to increasing value of this present study. Qualitative 

research suffers from the difficulty in replication (the ability to re-perform the research) and 

generalization (the ability to apply the findings across multiple settings) (Bryman & Bell, 

2011, p. 408). Using a single case study strategy to generate qualitative findings can be 

criticized as unable to produce substantial findings but Van Maanen (2011a) argue contrary, 

writing that most substantial findings stem from in-depth case studies (p. 226-227). This 

present study does not seek to generalize across multiple settings, but rather to emphasis the 

value of connecting theory to methodology and to the theory building abilities in a given 

setting. Van Maanen (2007) supports the importance of making this connection; realizing the 

interplay between how the chosen methods affect the theory building are central to the value 

of the theory (p. 1145-1146).  Replication is therefore most central in the ability to replicate 

the train of logic of how to connect theory, methods and empirical data rather than replicating 

the exact practices. This replicability is ensured by the focus on internal validity. Considering 

internal in front of external validity is preferred to propose methodological refinements to 

suit the research topic. This present research takes reality as a contextual consequence, hence 

the emphasis on internal validity. The more constructionist the research would be in its 

ontology, the increasing importance of internal validity as implied by Mir & Watson (2000, 

p. 950).  Hence, a micro level of analysis is adopted. The micro-level theory attempts to 

develop theory which is customized to the particular setting (Neuman, 2011, p. 71) and 

where in this case the methodological assumptions and methods are influential factors in any 

theory generated. First, on the theoretical level, this research considers context as a 

fundamental influential factor for the empirical evidence, both in terms of topic but also 

chosen methods. Curran & Blackburn's (2001) argument of how to ensure validity of 

qualitative small business research, the connection between theory, methodology and 

analysis need to be clearly stated (p. 118-20). Hence, this present research engage in 

repeating its purposes and/or research question to support consecutive advancements made 

throughout the research process.  Second, on the practical level, the process technique of 

repeated research sessions concerning similar discussion topics with the same research 

subject representative, the COO, allows for respondent validation. Respondent validation 
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refers to allowing the respondent(s) to confirm the researcher's interpretation of what has 

been said and/or observed (Curran & Blackburn, 2001, p. 120).   
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4. Empirical Findings 

This chapter presents the empirical field data collection of the observation with integrated 

semi structured interviewing and questioning. The chapter is divided into chronological 

sections in terms of time, hence there are four sections representing the four research 

occasions.  

The empirical data collection results from step five of Neuman's (2011, p. 427) key features 

of how to successfully perform field work. The full steps are found in section 3.2.1. 

Consistent with the practical methodology, portions of the audio recording is transcribed. 

The material is recorded in Swedish, transcribed in Swedish and then translated to English 

using an online translation service. The English translations are then checked and modified to 

correspond accurately to the Swedish content. However, due to the exact transcription of the 

Swedish material, quotes do not always come in perfect sentence structures and does 

sometimes lack and/or use wrong wordings. Hence, the researcher has had to interpret the 

content and extract meaning from it. The researcher has strained from modifying the 

transcribed quotes in terms of content and grammar to contain the authentic which is in line 

with the critical realist stance  to capture "[...] the language and procedures we [the COO 

and the researcher] routinely adopt and the explanations that we create." (Easton, 2010, p. 

119). The majority said by the respondent has been transcribed together with some said by 

the researcher. Excluded is the majority of the material said by the researcher, the material 

which is business specific and would violate the terms of anonymity as well as material 

which the respondent is repeating. Attention has however been paid to differentiating 

between data which is repeated in such a way that it builds an argument and which is repeated 

just due to way of speaking. These repetitions are omitted from transcription with a "[...]". 

The material said by the researcher is translated into an explanatory sentence to make sense 

of the transcribed quote of the research subject. All words which are too industry specific 

within important quotes have been either omitted from being transcribed or have been 

changed to a more neutral word. This is indicated with a "X" or "[neutral word]".  

 

To account for the process method used in this present research, the empirical data is 

presented in the order it was recorded. The order of how the data was recorded may help to 

explain why certain things were said and/or happened when they did. Day one and four 

contain the most extensive audio recordings since they both feature the discussion topics of 

the interview guide. Day two and three were mostly focused on observing; hence the audio 

recorded material is less during these days. As visible, the empirical data reduces in amount 

for each consecutive day due to that the research subject representative (referred to as the 

COO) adopts ways of expressing him/herself when repeatedly asked to discuss similar 

questions/topics.  

The audio recorded data is synthesized with the researcher's own observations and 

reflections.  The empirical data is structured such that an event or discussion topic is 

described and then followed by the transcribed quote(s). This is repeated for each transcribed 

quote. Each research day is concluded with the researcher's own observations and reflections. 

The representative of the research subject is not the entrepreneur or owner of the business, 

but the one who is most knowledgeable about the day-to-day operations of the business. The 
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position of this representative can be described as the operating manager. 

4.1 Day 1 
 

Audio recorded material (excluded observation): ~ 1 hour, 2 minutes 

Observing, interviewing and questioning while the COO is performing his/her work task. 

The researcher is fully integrated in the working environment of the COO and is wearing 

appropriate working outfit. The customer cannot tell that the researcher is in fact not an 

employee. 

  

4.1.1. Background Information 
 

To initiate an open discussion the COO is asked a few general questions about the business 

and about his/her role within the business. The business has existed in more or less similar 

forms since end of 1960. It currently has four full time employees and a fluctuating number 

of extra employees. This business is therefore clearly representing the type of business this 

study is interested in: a mature micro business. The COO is one of the full time employees 

but with an extended responsibility which is interpreted as an operational management 

position where the COO is responsible for staffing, procurement and maintenance of 

operations. The COO is therefore not the entrepreneur of the business, but the one who 

influences the external network of the business to the greatest extent. From this perspective, 

this present research chooses to regard the COO as the entrepreneur of the network. The 

COO has long experience within the industry and has followed the development of this 

particular micro business. Before he/she has worked in similar businesses. The business is 

within the service sector and is within an industry which can be found in all types of markets. 

It is sometimes owned and run through a larger chain or can be privately owned. This 

particular business is privately owned. 

 

4.1.2. Network Structure  
 

The researcher commences by explaining to the COO the network in terms of structure and 

what it would visually appear as. The COO is asked to comment on how he/she understands 

the term "network" and expresses that he/she has never reflected upon it: 

"Yes, good question, I have never thought about the network that way, from this company's 

point of view really. Uh, but, but, my network is really in the first place, it has be the, the, 

some of them are, anyway my threads outward to reach my customers. The second part is just 

those, the companies that I work with, everything from purchasing to [...]. So, this is well 

another part of the network." 

The COO is asked if he/she can divide the network in different parts. He/she can do this quite 

well: 

"Well, can and can. But for me, what is the first impression when you talk about networks, so 

it's like, for me that I split up one part, some this outward where I try to get [customers], thus, 

my, my tentacles out to fetch [ customers]. And then it's, after all, there is another side out 

after that, and that's really the side to be sure that the business works. And that of course 
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becomes the organization about procurement and X [...] And then obviously the office then, 

the finance department and X. [..] It is also one of the, as I view it, in my network" 

The COO is asked if he/she can divide the network in terms of external and internal parts. 

The COO can do this and can also divide into initial categories as illustrated by above quote.  

 

4.1.3. Network Structure Drawing 
 

 

Figure 9: Empirical network structure 

The COO can identify above external stakeholder groups. The investment and finance group 

in Figure 5, p. 20, the COO has no reference to.  

 

4.1.4. Network Activities 
 

The COO is asked about what happens within the network. The COO is hesitant. The COO 

begins talking about the customer group and explains that it is a two way communication 

where the customer can contact them and vice versa. In whichever way contact is initiated, it 

is the COO's job to control and manage the conversation without being rude. The COO is 

asked if he/she can draw parallels to marketing the business at the same time as 

communicating about the aspects necessary for the customer to receive the service. The COO 

agrees with this to a great extent.  Concerning well established partnership contacts, the 

The 
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COO expresses that what happens in the network contacts is regulated by contracts which in 

turn leads to expectations on what will go on during and between interactions. Concerning 

suppliers, contracts also represent the main frame for what any interaction consists of. The 

COO calls them "supplier channels" and that they should be kept few. Concerning 

authorities, they represent both a controlling, consulting and deciding function. The parties 

meet either at scheduled times or for random control sessions. Concerning competition, the 

COO denies that there is any type of network tie which contains any actual activity.  

 

4.1.5. Network Content 
 

Customers: the COO expresses that there is a high degree of behavioral expectations 

involved concerning what goes on during and in between interaction during the time that the 

customer uses the service he/she paid for. Much of these expectations are not generated by 

first communication, but are assumed norms or common sense.  

 

"It's very difficult to explain to a customer that this and this you can do [...] It is difficult to 

put precise boundaries." 

 

Suppliers: the COO repeats that contracts are important in specifying what is expected to 

happen during and in between interaction. The COO speaks about the importance of knowing 

in advance what the other actor expects from the interaction. This can be attributed to the 

need for efficient communication. To make the communication as efficient as possible, the 

same sales contact person at the supplier’s side is repeatedly used, in this way wrong physical 

deliveries are reduced:  

 

"Specific vendors have specific customers, who always has customer contact, and it's always 

better to have a special customer relation or customer contact. They know what I want and 

they know, and I know what she wants and we understand each other in a different way than 

if you're talking to someone who comes from outside. [...] But above all, it's that you have a 

customer contact since it is much quicker to implement the orders when you have a contact 

who knows what you want and know which products you want [...]" 

 

Authorities: the COO says that the interaction is based on control and following up of control 

This suggests that inspection and communication is followed by normative expectations, in 

particular from the authorities side where they decide what needs to be done and how contact 

should be made.  

 

"After we've had a meeting with a government agency really so, uh, so sometimes it can 

surely be either yes, shortcomings is wrong to say, but the things we need to fix. And then 

there is an expectation that when we do have really have that we should fix and either we can 

get a time frame when it needs to be corrected depending on yes, if it's serious or not [...]." 

 

The COO concludes the discussion about network content by stating that in general a lot of 

the communication within the external network is transferred onto paper in order to 

document what has happened. This suggests that there is a need to be able to trace what has 

happened and who was involved.  
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4.1.6. Network Strength 
 

Customers: the COO begins to apprehend that the external network contacts connect to one 

another when asked to draw thick and thin lines to present how strong or weak the network 

contact in question is according to him/her. The COO emphasizes that the strongest 

connection is with recurring customers or business partnerships where there is a personal 

connection. The COO expresses frequency of contact as a moderator of this personal 

connection. The COO connects customers, long term business customers and partnerships 

with other businesses (called mediators) with each other since they all connect to selling and 

buying the service: 

 

 "All three are slightly overlapping each other. [...] It is difficult to branch them entirely free 

from each other. [...] Because they are together in a way." 

 

The COO continues by saying that the weakest of these three is the partners and that the 

strongest is the customers. The COO mentions that there is a one-way communication with 

the partners to a higher extent than with the customers.  

 

Suppliers: the COO attributes strength to "good"; that when a network tie is considered good 

it is also strong. The COO also suggests that frequency of interaction is important for strength 

as he/she mentions the recurrence of interaction with the same person at the supply. 

Furthermore, the COO notes that knowing who the person you talk to is makes the tie 

stronger. This suggests that level of formality may be an applicable indicator of strength.  

"For me, when strong, it is strong or is it good or is it a, a just like this. I have good contact 

with them on supply that I have because we do not have so many it is, it's not so many people 

you meet or talk to, it's often quite the same, so you know who the person is who they are 

talking to often. So of course there are the strong contact [...] Yes, we have few contacts and 

they are important but they are few [...] so there is a strong contact, I must say that it is." 

Authorities: This tie is considered weak due to few interactions always with different people. 

The COO once again suggests that frequency is important in assessing strength both in terms 

of interacting at few occasions and with new people every time.  

The researcher concludes that the interview guide is now completed. The researcher also 

mentions that the same discussion topics will be repeated again at the last research occasion. 

The COO laughs and asks if it is done to see if he/she will answer the same. With this, the 

COO expresses confusion and insecurity of what has just been discussed.  

Further, the researcher now turns to asking about specific networks activities which will 

occur during this specific day. The COO says, without hesitance, that customers will be the 

main network group that he/she will be in contact with. The COO gives an example: 

"It's the customers above all, and as such now, and here's a really, if one is to support a 

customer relationship that you have, for example, such as X, for example, who came in here, 

she is a frequent customer [...] I know who she is, we do not have very much communication 

between ourselves. I know who she is when she comes in and in many cases there is the, the 

feeling or the indication given to me by [customers] who has [bought the service], especially 

when it comes to times when there is business [...]" 
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The research notes that the COO speaks very positively about being able to know what a 

returning customer expects without having to ask about it. When asked about it, the COO 

agrees but is also keen on noting the danger with it:  

"But! There's a good reflection to talking to people sometimes also from the standpoint that 

one does not become so home-blind or blind to flaws or blind in any way that one only keeps 

on and those times you get to meet or talk to those who come, them who are not the regular 

contacts, then you have to be on your toes all the time, you have to be more clear and in that 

way you have to, and what is great is that you constantly have to, gets this little reminder 

"that's right, tighten-up ", now you have to, it is not possible to fall into something that [...] 

Still, it's a customer that you have to be professional to whether or not he is a good contact, 

right." 

Concerning how and in what way interaction occurs, the COO notes the phone and email is 

mostly used. However, the limitations of phone communication is acknowledged: 

 

"Communication via telephone is always a communication, you have nothing to show that it 

has happened and it is wrong somewhere and it usually gets it's over, through phone calls to 

[....] but an email is always an email , and that is, and it's clear that there is an, an error rate 

in everything one does right, but there you have, you usually have something to show that I 

have received a X of you this X." 

 

End of audio recording.  

 

4.1.7. Observations and Reflections of the Researcher 
 

The COO is equipped with concepts to be able to talk about network structure, content and 

strength. These are imposed on the COO by the researcher. Even if the COO is able to 

allocate stakeholders of the business to the predesigned stakeholder groups of the theoretical 

framework, Figure 5, p. 20, the researcher notes that there are individual actors which the 

COO does not include into any of the groups. This is interpreted as an unintentional 

exclusion from the COO's side. For example, a person from the neighboring company within 

another industry comes in to talk with the COO. They use an informal and friendly language 

and the COO performs a small favor for this person free of charge. This person is difficult to 

allocate to any of the groups, is it a customer, supplier, friend or competitor? The researcher, 

me, influence the research by not mentioning the family and kinship stakeholder group, 

which may have inhibited the COO to consider such a group. The researcher, me, decide to 

follow up on this during the upcoming research sessions.  

The COO puts focus on the customer, business customer and partnerships (mediators) 

stakeholder groups. This seems to be logical since the COO constantly interacts with these 

face to face, over the phone and via mail. The COO discuss the network activities in very 

practical terms.  

The COO uses different voices when speaking to me as researcher and to customers face to 

face and over the telephone. The voice is friendlier, more confident, quick and is aimed at 

selling when speaking to the customer. The voice used to speak with me as researcher is at 
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times reflective or at times confused. The sentence structure and content is somewhat unclear 

which indicates that the COO does not find the discussion topics clear and requires much 

thinking. This observation strongly support that networks ties are not static mappings, but are 

a reflection on context and purpose.  

The structure of the prepared interview guide is helpful, however network activities and 

content are difficult to distinguish in practical terms. Despite this, a good discussion is 

shaped, suggesting that the network can be talked about in other ways that the initial 

conceptual mapping. The COO quickly internalizes on the discussion topics and is able to 

speak about them in his/her own words.  

 

4.2. Day 2 
 

Audio recorded material (excluded observation): ~ 11 minutes 

Observing, interviewing and questioning while the COO is performing his/her work task. It is 

a busy working day and the audio recorded is paused multiple times.  

The COO is asked who he/she has interacted with in the network during this day. The COO 

uses a few key words to describe the interaction: customer, verbally, email. The interaction 

has focused on aspects concerning the service. The COO is asked about the marketing feature 

of the customer interaction which was acknowledged the day before. Now the COO simply 

states:  

"There's always a marketing aspect" 

Concerning the partnerships that this micro business has within their external network,  the 

COO states that any communication day to day with them are usually just to clarify any the 

already existing routines, e.g. if something falls outside the regular agreements: 

"Exactly, beyond the conventional scope of what will happen as soon as it is something 

special then" 

The suppliers will during this day be interacted with through email and fax. The COO 

describes this process where he/she has to fill out forms of what will be ordered.  

The audio-recorder is paused due to an interrupting visit. The researcher notes that the COO 

calls this visitor the Service-Guy (Servicegubben). The researcher wants to follow up on this 

actor when the audio recorded is started again. The COO is asked to explain who this man is.  

"He's really, or words for, he's the one who has an eye on our entire telephone system. He 

works really, he has worked for another company, he has now changed to a new company, 

and for our part, it's not the company itself that is interesting, it's just that he has the 

competence and knows how everything works. So that on the whole, it does not matter which 

company he works for. [...] A little like what I talked about yesterday when we talked about 

this with some purchases you have particular sellers who have an eye on the situation. Then 

you can turn it around, that the seller or the service guy or, he's a salesman also as part of it 

all, he possesses a knowledge of [the organization] that is not really relevant to a particular 

specific company so for me it's a bit irrelevant if he changes company. So sometimes you 
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follow, you follow a specific supplier or service guy more than you follow a company perhaps 

more especially, because he possesses a knowledge which is important to us. He's not 

priceless, no one is really, and to have that idea is really dangerous since then you are on 

really thin ice if you think you are absolutely invaluable. There are always people who can 

come in and fix things, it may take longer, but it's easier to talk to a salesperson when he 

knows what I want, well, he knows where the problems are and where he should search, so it 

usually goes much faster so sometimes you can get help right away over the phone." 

The service guy indicates to represent a strong tie where there exists high amount of 

normative content. To find out more who the service-guy is to the micro business on a 

broader perspective, the researcher continues to ask the COO about the role of friends and 

family as being part of the micro business' external network. The COO first states that yes, 

the service guy can be considered a friend-contact but then changes his/her mind. The COO 

denies any personal relation and attributes the value of the service-guy to his knowledge 

stock of the company. This in turn makes him cheaper than any other supplier, despite 

possible cheaper price rates. When the COO is asked about the personal network's role for the 

business on a more general level, the COO is unsure of what the researcher means. The 

researcher gives an example:  

”Asking for advice for example, or do you ask about different possibilities, perhaps that 

could be on the market or get tips on what other customers or competitors do or […]” 

The COO concludes that he/she has never reflected upon it. At this point it suggests that 

family and friends does not constitute a stakeholder group for this micro business. The 

researcher continues by trying to explore if the COO can see a strong personal network as a 

resource for the business. The COO expresses that it can be valuable. He/she gives the 

example of developing a small relation with returning customers, e.g. knowing what they do 

or work with. The COO is asked how he/she experiences this and why: 

"Well, it's good to have such contacts, in that sense that in most things you work it is very 

important sometimes to have a good network" 

 

"Above all to find solutions in a fast way. Because, because in the service industry you can of 

course come across really anything and then it's very good to have a direct solution you can 

see at once." 

With this the COO suggest that it is valuable to establish several new personal contacts and 

this can be attributed to opportunity seeking activities. However, the COO associates this as 

strong customer ties since there is a personal, non-business, relation.    

 

End of audio recording. 

 

4.2.1 Observations and Reflections of the Researcher 
 

The COO appears stressed as it is a very busy day. The audio recording is interrupted and 

paused multiple times for face to face and telephone interactions mainly with the customer 

stakeholder group. The consequence is that the discussions become fragmented and that the 

audio recorded material is short. The researcher, me, waits for the COO to perform the 
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necessary work tasks required by the moment. The researcher, me, assist a few customers 

with simple matters in order not to disclose my identity to outsiders and to not cause any 

inconvenience for the COO. The researcher, me, has attempted to adopt the practical way of 

speaking about the network that the COO uses, hence strained from using concepts such as 

"network content" or "strength". Despite this drift from the conceptual mapping, the network 

content and strength can still be illuminated but through interpreting the practical examples.  

The stressful situation shows that the COO is in an exposed situation constantly within the 

external network. The COO is expected to handle each network tie and differentiate between 

them. The researcher, me, note that in a larger business, different individuals may be in 

charge of a certain network tie in contrast to within this micro business where the COO has to 

manage all ties. Hence to manage this, what appears as a stressful situation, the COO has a 

preference for strong ties. The COO then knows where to quickly find what is needed.  

Despite that most interaction with the external network contacts take place at the same 

geographical area, the COO needs to adapt his mode of interaction for each. This concerns 

what is said, how it is said and how it is documented. Each network tie seems to require quick 

action, hence explaining why the COO prefers to interrupt the questioning.  

 

4.3. Day 3 
 

Audio recorded material (excluded observation): ~ 27 minutes 

Observing, interviewing and questioning at a table in the staff room while the COO interrupts 

the session for work related tasks which need to be performed.  

The researcher begins the session by asking if the COO has made any reflections concerning 

the two previous research sessions. The COO states that he/she has made no obvious 

reflections.  

To initiate the discussion the COO is asked who he/she has interacted with in the external 

network. The COO immediately answer "customers" and "business partnerships" 

(mediators), the two names of external network groups which has been formulated during the 

previous sessions. The COO follows up by mentioning how the interaction has taken place, 

via mail, phone and face to face to conclude that this is within normal routines. The COO 

displays that he/she remembers the conceptual developments made during the two previous 

research sessions.  

The researcher asks how the COO interacts with the customer. The COO finds it difficult to 

reflect upon this but can distinguish between how he/she interacts before and after the 

customer has used the service. Before the service is used the COO resorts to standard phrases 

and routines when interacting with the customer. After the service is used the COO explores 

what he/she calls possible "doors" which exists between the customer and the COO and 

which can be opened. These "doors" refer to some common platform where personal matters 

can be talked of. The COO is asked to describe the function of being able to connect with the 

customer on a personal level.  

"You build up a relationship with [the customer], then one can then retrospectively then 

place then small parts, such as when he goes home to find out, that one finds out an 
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information about him that one eh. Had I been a real salesman then I had sat down and listed 

all this stuff about the customer so that the next time I meet him, I will bring it up and ask, for 

example, "Yes, but how was it, you were supposed to set off and travel, the trip went well? " 

Then I'll be very special because I remember something that you've been talking about that is 

not about a product or something to sell. [...] As a customer, you feel very special when a 

person remembers one that is not about a X, meaning the routines that take place when you 

meet a customer [...] And it can be this little opening that you can see, sometimes after the 

first encounter there may not be so much of an opening, but if it is a recurring [customer] you 

build a relationship slowly but surely. [...] You build up a familiar feeling, you feel special." 

Developing this intimate connection with the customer the COO describes as being a value 

creator for the micro business. In contrast to a larger business providing the same service, 

they can offer this personal connection which the larger business cannot. Indirectly the COO 

is suggesting that the customer is partly paying for the social and personal connection. The 

COO suggests that knowing the customer also make interactions more efficient. Parallels can 

be drawn to how the COO mentions that the same supplier contact is maintained.  

The researcher, me, asked the COO for a self-completion form used to order from a supplier. 

An anonymized print of this form can be found in Appendix C. The researcher, me, has 

studied this template form and now wants the COO to freely talk about it from his/her point 

of view concerning e.g. function. The COO says that the good thing about a form is that 

he/she can do it once he/she has time. In contrast to communicating with a salesman over 

phone where both need to be fully available, the form does not require this. On the other 

hand, the form does not allow for asking questions. The COO then notes that this particular 

form refers to the purchase of something very standardized, if he/she needs to acquire other 

special products where consulting is required, the form is not of any use and real-time 

interaction is required.  

 

End of audio recording. 

 

4.3.1. Observations and Reflections of the Researcher 
 

The research session is more relaxed compared to the two previous days. The research 

session is carried out during another time of the day compared to the two previous days, 

hence the difference in amount and type of work tasks. The COO is able to sit down to talk, 

invisible to any customers.  

Due to the calm situation no obvious participation is required for me as researcher and the 

possibility to observe network content and strength is reduced due to the limited network 

engagement performed by the COO. However, between recordings, the COO mentions "the 

locksmith" (Låssmeden). The COO does not say a locksmith, but the locksmith. The 

researcher, me, draw parallels to when the COO was talking about the "service guy"; I can 

identify the importance of individuals within the external network. The fact that the COO 

uses the instead of a suggests that the locksmith possess features important to the business 

outside of just his/her locksmith skills.  
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4.4. Day 4 
 

Audio recorded material (excluded observation): ~ 45 minutes 

Observing, interviewing and questioning at a table in the staff room while the COO is 

performing his/her work task. 

 

4.4.1 Network Structure 
 

The researcher, me, commences by reminding the COO that there will now be a repetition of 

the discussion topics from the first day. The COO express amusement about this and says 

when asked to describe how he/she understands the terms network and network structure: 

"That's a funny question because now, when one asks it in retrospect, there's always things 

that have sprung to life because it's not so long ago we talked about this. So a little bit 

different is it. Network structure, yes, what we then had, meaning the networks we actually 

have are customers, [...] what did we call it? Mediators [partnership businesses] [...] 

different distributors or vendors or suppliers of whom we buy things from, different 

authorities.  

The COO remembers the stakeholder categories from the first research session. He/she is 

asked about the competitors.  

"Yes, yes we have, and that, that, that is that and as said one needs to help out as we spoke of 

last time, one helps out a little" 

The COO therefore remembers what has been and is now able to visualize this form 

him/herself by counting up all the external actors having been identified. Some are more 

obvious than others, e.g. customers in comparison to competitors. 

 

4.4.2. Network Activities and Content 
 

The audio recording is interrupted due to an incoming delivery from one of the suppliers. The 

researcher wants to follow up on this incident. The COO explains that it is an express 

delivery they ordered on short notice due to running out of stock. The COO describes who 

the delivery actor is: 

"He's, he's, uh, he like, he is the person responsible or manager really, I do not know if he is 

the owner is well wrong to say, yes, he may be the owner of, the company itself as [...] I have 

had, had him as a contact for a couple of years. And that was before I really came here to X 

[current business], I had contact with him and so I took him with me. Or, he was after all part 

of the [business] then too but since I was in charge of both the Y and X part for a while, then 

I purchased for both [businesses] simultaneously. So then, he delivers at once [...]" 

The COO is asked if he/she considers this person part of his/her personal network as this is 

something spoken about earlier for which the COO denied that he/she involved his/her 

personal network. The COO says that in some sense this delivery actor is a personal contact: 



Axelsson, Emma – Degree project 30 ECTS International Business Program, Specialization Entrepreneurship – Spring 2013 

 

- 53 - 
 

"[...] I can change from yellow to blue provider just because the vendor who has always been 

on yellow moving to the blue but sells about the same, similar stuff. It does not mean that I'm 

stuck in the one company just because it is there now, sometimes I follow with the seller or 

contact I have because I know he has the skills and knowledge so that, uh, which of the 

companies he works is really irrelevant as long as they have when those products and can 

supply rare out, then what I want and can then approximate the same prices as it is. But much 

depends on the skills issue at times when, just this bit that you know and people know each 

other and it has, and it is clear that there may be personal relationships, well, maybe a little 

but the person [...]" 

 

Here the COO clearly express that once again the normative content of the network tie is of 

crucial importance: being able to have unspoken expectations of a supplier's skills and 

having these expectations being reinforced somewhat develop a personal relationship. 

However, the fulfillment of the skill expectation is more important than the personal 

connection as the COO is prepared to switch to an alternative supplier once the skills of the 

supplier are lacking. Furthermore, the COO uses a quite informal language when accepting 

the delivery and is joking. When asked about this, the COO associates this ability to maintain 

an informal and friendly language as part of the service which can be received when being a 

large customer. This ”special” service also includes short notice orders and quick deliveries. 

The COO considers this a strong tie.  

When asked if the COO can still distinguish between an internal and external network, the 

COO is unsure and does not remember that he/she did that the first time. However, when 

explained the difference between the internal and external network the COO agrees that 

he/she can distinguish. The COO says that the internal communication is with people one 

knows and has a lot of contact with. The COO says that the external communication is more 

formal and is almost done according to manuals. The COO reinforces that he/she should lead 

the conversations to be able to acquire all information needed. The COO takes customers as 

example.  

Customers: the COO states that he/she interacts with the customers both to provide them the 

service but also to market the service.  

Partnerships: the COO states the use of formal contracts and that the partnerships help get 

both regular customers and business customers. The COO states that the communication is 

quite controlled and routinely.  

Suppliers: the COO speaks about ordering and that this is done mostly using pre-designed 

forms via telephone, online or fax.  

Authorities: the COO states that they make little contact, it is mostly a one way contact 

initiated from the authorities side. Most of the interaction concern checkups and applications 

for permissions.  

Competition: the COO states that it is important to know what the competitors are doing. 

However, most interaction is not for the purpose of competition, rather to spread information 

and to assist each other. The COO is asked why this "cooperation" is done and if it is related 

to any moral standpoints. The COO states that it somewhat may be and that its just something 
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that is done. Then the COO states:  

"Everyone will earn on it [cooperating]. Should we really be tough competitive-wise, the best 

I know is when someone else will lose on it, but in the long run so it's a relationship between 

us, in some cases you need to actually help each other." 

The COO suggests that the moral part has to be balanced against the competitive part when it 

comes to any type of interaction. When the researcher asks if the moral, the helping out part, 

is more important for smaller businesses than for larger, the COO explores this possibility 

but resorts to saying that every business, small and large, benefits from some cooperation 

when it comes to attracting customers to Umeå as a town.  

Personal contacts: the COO once again states that he/she does not involve friends or family in 

the business.  

 

4.4.3. Network Strength 
 

The COO quickly summarizes this part by associating direct contact with the customers as 

strong network ties and that the same applies to the business customers and the partnerships. 

Supply also represents a strong network tie and authorities, due to mostly one way 

communication, a weak network contact. In comparison to authorities, the COO believes that 

the network tie strength to competition is stronger due to increased frequency.  

As the COO is signaling that he/she seeks to wrap up the discussion. The researcher respects 

this. To conclude the audio recording, the COO is asked to reflect upon the experience of 

being questioned about network structure, content and strength. The COO states that it is a 

peculiar situation which makes one have to think carefully in new ways since it is a topic one 

never talk of. The COO has some difficulty in formulating this. 

"I've never had such a picture of the organization or network, we have really, not a picture. 

I've always had it but I have not had it structured the way that I might have got now really 

when sitting down and talking and discussing about this part. It's just something that's been 

around that one picks up when needed." 

The COO is here confirming that network is abstract and tacit knowledge that he/she is aware 

of but has difficulty in conceptualizing and concretizing. The COO finishes off by making an 

interesting comparison to a wine-tasting session; that with the right tools one can put names 

and labels on the flavor of the wine. The COO means that the researcher has helped the COO 

to put "names and labels" on something abstract (networks).  

 

End of audio recording.  

 

4.4.4. Observations and Reflections of the Researcher 
 

The researcher, me, notes how the COO is more comfortable to speak about the network and 

can elaborate on more complex relationships, as the case of the individual delivery actor. The 

research session is very calm in comparison to the other research sessions, indicating that the 

COO is more comfortable in the research situation. The COO strains from calling these 

strong network ties as personal contacts, but still use the word personal to describe these 
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network ties. The researcher, me, interprets this as if there is a category of stakeholder which 

contain stakeholder actors which are personal to the business but not to the individual 

him/herself. The network structure in Figure 9, p. 44, is not redrawn as the COO does not 

change anything regarding it. The researcher, me, makes fewer observations in comparison 

to the previous research sessions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Axelsson, Emma – Degree project 30 ECTS International Business Program, Specialization Entrepreneurship – Spring 2013 

 

- 56 - 
 

5. Analysis and Discussion  

This chapter synthesizes the chronologically presented empirical data. It sets of with an 

introductory comment to revisit the purposes of this present research and the implications of 

the actual research process. Second, it continues to discuss and analyze the methodological 

purposes. Third, the findings on network structure are discussed. Fourth, the network 

activities, contents and strengths are discussed and analyzed together. This section includes 

three subsections featuring weak, medium and strong ties. Fifth follows the application of the 

contextual factors. This analytical development uses the structure as a base and adds more 

dynamic features to it. Finally this present research proposes a theoretical advancement 

based on the findings presented.  

5.1. Introductory Comment  
  

The research question aims to answer what the network content and strength appears as in 

mature micro businesses and why the findings appear the way they do. The literature review 

and the nature of the networks as being something abstract and socially embedded led to 

considering the contextual aspect of any network content and strength being a crucial 

influential factor. Due to this, it was decided that the research question best would be 

answered using one in-depth case study containing an ethnographic process method to 

capture the nature of the research topic. Contextual focus affected the theoretical 

methodology to assume critical realism with an interpretivistic epistemology.  

The utilization of an ethnographic research method within only one case has had interesting 

implications on what this present research has found. It has allowed exploring and capturing 

aspects which lie externally of the theoretical concept mapping which was prepared prior to 

the empirical data collection in section 2.4. As Sjöberg (2011) notes in her book on the 

ethnographic encounter: 

"[...] during the process of conducting the research, the researcher often finds other things" 

(p. 67) 

This is crucial to note that the choice of methods has had an ultimate impact on the outcome 

of this present research. I argue that the choice of research methods allows me to conclude 

that the theoretical models used to often describe larger businesses networks are insufficient 

when discussing network content and strength in mature micro businesses.  Eisenhardt 

(1989) support this; comparing the findings to previous theory and literature strengthen the 

argument of any claim and that analyzing in comparison to previous theory and literature 

make theory building more dynamic (p. 544). I argue that any variable driven study would 

have been limited to exploring and apprehending the network content and strength within the 

limits of the concepts and models presented to the representative of the research subject. 

Furthermore, this present research has allowed incorporating the effect of the researcher's 

presence and the research setting itself which I argue also has had an ultimate impact on the 

outcome of this present study. Due to the abstractness and tacitness of network content and 

strength, the representative of the research subject has consciously and unconsciously 

captured, internalized and utilized the concepts presented by the researcher to him/her but 
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interpreted them within the boundaries of his/her context. This has given "new" meanings to 

the concepts which can be argued being more accurate then how the concepts were 

understood by the researchers. Now, when advancing into discussion, analysis and ultimately 

theory building, Welch et al.'s (2011) "contextualized explanation"- approach to theory 

building must be accounted for. This case study attempts to build theory from the position of: 

"[...] that case studies can generate causal explanations that preserve rather than eradicate 

contextual richness." (Welch et al., 2011, p. 750) 

 

Hence, any theory built is built on the presumption that specific contextual factors are the 

explanatory variables. To strengthen this claim, the context is in ethnography, the key to 

explore and understand the research subject (Sjöberg, 2011, p. 11). The ability to capture this 

phenomenon has been facilitated by the process method of performing data collection and the 

coding process described in section…. 

 

Due to the interesting implications of the research process itself and how it influences the 

findings of this present research, the analysis and discussion will begin by an in-depth 

exploration of the methodological implications. This will be used to strengthen the 

methodological contribution which this present research seeks to generate. This will be 

followed by discussions and analyses of the actual topic: network content and strength. 

Finally a discussion and analysis of why network content and strength appears as it does is 

presented. This final section links back to the importance of context. 

 

5.2. Methodological Analysis and Discussion 
 

The purpose of the research has been to propose the need for methodological advancements 

towards qualitative research methods and techniques. This is proposed to reduce the 

fragmentation of small business research (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009; Curran & 

Blackburn, 2001, Jack et al., 2010, p. 317). To support this purpose, a research topic with 

subjective features has been conducted with an exploratory aim. A research gap was 

identified concerning network content and strength, viewed as tacit and abstract knowledge 

difficult to extract. This under researched topic and the fragmentation of small business 

research supported the need for an exploratory research aims towards generating an 

understanding. This can in turn allow for theory development, the second purpose. The 

theory development relates to the third purpose where it is proposed that contextual factors in 

terms of geographical location, the entrepreneurs of the business and the research situation 

itself would question the applicability of the theoretical frameworks used.  

The choice of using a single in-depth case research process research with ethnographic 

methods of observer-as-participant has allowed this present research to explore what one 

single case can imply for the outcome of the research rather than as an outcome in relation to 

other cases. As to say, rather than finding that case A differs or is similar to case B 

concerning the research topic, the case in question is itself a representation of the similarities 

or differences one would have got using more cases (comparative case study) or quantitative 

methods. The implications of using the case study is itself a methodological contribution as it 

was possible to discern the unique subjective understanding of an objective reality as 

possessed by the individual (critical realism).  One can assume that the particular 
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apprehension and adaptation to the context re-feeds into recreating the context.  

First, it seems impossible to completely separate the in-case study strategy from the 

ethnographic methods. Choosing to explore the effects of ethnography in the practical 

methodology was done in order to highlight the importance of wanting to understand 

network content and strength from the perspective of the COO (the representative of the case 

study). Understanding "a culture" from an inside perspective is indeed one main aim of 

ethnographic research (Sjöberg, 2011, p. 11; Van Maanen, 2011a, p. 219). Capturing this 

reality has been facilitated by integrating, participating and observing the research subject "in 

action". The ethnographic method has indeed helped fulfill the theoretical methodological 

assumptions of critical realism and interpretivism. The central argument of this present 

research has been that the context of the micro business fully determines the nature and 

appearance of the external network, indirectly suggesting that the value of the micro business 

is embedded within its social context. Hence, the rather subjective approach to knowledge 

and understanding of an objective reality were rather self evident. The ethnographic research 

method has been a tool to fulfill these theoretical methodological assumptions as it allows 

exploring the reality from the perspective of the research subject. Using only the case study 

with typical techniques such as in depth interviewing would not have generated the same 

findings. This is strong support for the implications that methodological assumptions, 

methods and techniques has had when studying this particular topic in this particular 

environment. As will be shown in the analysis of the network content and strength of the 

mature micro business, there was some discrepancy between the data from the free 

interviewing and questioning and the observations and reflections made by the researcher, 

me. The process of analyzing the data of grounded theory can account for discrepancies such 

as these.  

Second, to study the case and apply the observation and participant ethnographic methods in 

a more dynamic way, a process feature was added. As suggested by Langley (2003) and 

Pettigrew (1997) the order of events has an impact on the findings and how they should be 

interpreted. This has been particularly observable as the COO adapted his/her wording and 

language according to the conceptualizations to initiate discussion used by the researcher, 

me. During the first research session the researcher, me, helped the COO to group and name 

the stakeholders. The COO remembered these group names and used them during the 

remaining research sessions and could build on them with new information. The pace of 

which the COO could discuss in association with the stakeholder groups and their network 

tie, increased the more the COO internalized on the conceptualizations. In the final session 

when the COO was once again asked to speak about how he/she understood the term network 

and network structure, the COO expressed that it was "funny" since it had made him/her 

reflect upon it and then the COO counted up the stakeholder groups that the researcher, me, 

had helped to identify. In contrast to the first research session the COO by him/herself 

defined the network as threads outwards, but here the COO identified the groups more in 

terms of perceived importance. For example, the COO begun by mentioning customers and 

continued to procurement and then to internal stakeholders. This is a clear example that the 

answer is different depending on when during the research the respondent express something 

and under what influence this is expressed. Concerning then what the network is, I argue that 

the COO's response before being introduced to examples of different stakeholder groups is 

more interesting to explore than his/her final count up of the different groups having been 
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discussed. This shows that applying the stakeholder model in Figure 5, p. 20, can somewhat 

limit the respondent on the same time as it can help the respondent to initiate discussion and 

reflection.  

Third, and connected to the second point is the consequence of letting respondent, the COO, 

associate quite freely around the discussion topics. When asked about what went on in a 

certain network tie, the COO spoke in practical and specific terms. Rather than discussing the 

network as a competitive asset which could be manipulated and developed, the COO put 

emphasis on how he/she practically operated in it. For example, rather than saying that in the 

customer network tie, obtaining revenue and the marketing the service was the activity, the 

COO spoke about how the customers were managed in terms of which communication 

channel that was used (face to face, mail or phone) and exact phrases which would be 

interchanged. Letting the COO guide the concepts of network activity, content and strength 

to the greatest possible extent, illuminated this inability of viewing the network as an asset 

which is what literature suggests it is (Granovetter, 1973; 1985; Casson & Della Giusta, 

2007; Jones et al., 1997). This third discussion point is strong indication of the practical 

contribution of this present research, further explained in section 6.1. 

Fourth, the effect of the interpretivistic stance on knowledge and its apprehension, both in 

terms of theoretical methodological assumptions, the ethnographic research method and the 

process component to the conduct of the research, has implications on the role and effect of 

the individual researcher. The effect of the researcher, me, on the outcome of this present 

study is relevant to discuss in for two reasons. First, the premises for a case study and 

ethnographic research is the open-mindedness, creativity and flexibility of the researcher 

(Neuman, 2011, p. 425; Sjöberg, 2011, p. 67). The most challenging aspect was to introduce 

the discussion topics in such a way that it would not limit the COO's free association but still 

equip him/her with enough tools to be able to discuss. The most obvious example of this is 

the already mentioned stakeholder groupings which the COO adopted but which were 

insufficient as I as a researcher was able to observe other individual stakeholders which could 

not easily be assigned to groups, e.g. "the service guy" or "the locksmith". Second, as this 

present study use process methods, the researcher, me, was able to re-balance the focus of the 

interview guide along the way. For example, since the COO focused heavily on the practical 

and specific activities in the network ties, I as a researcher strained from asking about the 

more abstract concepts such as network strength and decided to apprehend this more from 

observation and then analysis.  

It may be argued that the focus on discussing and analyzing the methodology should be of 

minor relevance to this present study as it is in nature a business study and focus should 

therefore be put on the topic of network content and strength. I argue the opposite as part of 

what this present research seek to contribute with; disregarding the implications of the 

chosen methods undermine any findings and the understanding of these findings within the 

chosen research topic. This is particularly true within small business research as it suffers 

from fragmented methodology (Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, p. 128). From a 

methodological point of view concerning the chosen research assumptions, strategies, 

methods and techniques, contextualized explanation (Welch et al, 2011, p. 741) is feasible. 

The process (context) of research will have implications on the theory building developed in 

section 5.4. 
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5.3. Network Structure Analysis and Discussion 
 

Concerning topic, the purpose of this present research is to explore the appearance of 

network content and strength. In order to achieve this purpose it has been argued that an 

understanding of the network set-up, or structure, first is needed in order to have a basis of 

discussion. To apprehend the network structure for the mature micro business under study, 

frameworks for network structure and stakeholder theory was applied. Models by Casson & 

Della Giusta (2007), Figure 1:b, p. 11, and 6, p. 23, and Rowley (1997), Figure 2a;b;c, p. 

16-17, were used where the micro business is the unit of analysis and is assumed to be 

connected to a number of external actor groups. In theory, the stakeholder groups represent 

actors such as customers, suppliers and authorities which fulfill different business functions. 

This conceptualization is comprehensive and is well accepted as an analytical and evaluative 

tool within business research as is suggested by its appearance in business textbooks 

(Johnson et al., 2011, p. 140). However, it was noted that it was insufficiently applicable on 

the micro business. For this present research, this network structure- and stakeholder 

groupings perspective was used as initial base for discussion and from it three points for 

discussion and analysis can be drawn.  

First, network structure and isolated groups were difficult to define for the micro business. 

When the COO was asked to describe how he/she understood the term network, it was clear 

that without conceptual frameworks the COO could visualize it as being "tentacles" or 

"threads" outwards; however it had never been thought as to have a structure. The COO also 

spoke of them as "my threads" indicating that the individual as point of reference is crucial. 

At one point, when the COO spoke of the network tie with competitors, he/she recognized 

that different businesses may have different views on how to monitor the competitor ties. It 

was recognized that one may have a more competitive or cooperative use of the tie. This does 

suggest that that the individuals monitoring the network will affect the network depending on 

who they are and perceive their context. The micro business and its individuals are socially 

embedded; hence regarding it from only structural groupings will not allow any deep 

understanding of the appearance of the network. As has been mentioned in above discussion 

on methodology, the apprehension of the network to have a structure was brought upon the 

COO by the researcher's influence. The COO emphasized certain groups more than others by 

focusing the discussions around the customer and business partnership group. The 

researcher, me, had to actively ask about the other groups identified such as authorities and 

suppliers. However, adhering to the methodological promise in section 3.2.1 of letting the 

research subject act as directors of the research (Sjöberg, 2011, p. 68), the researcher, me, has 

allowed the COO to make such emphasis. This is visible in the empirical data, e.g. section 

4.2. and 4.3. 

Second, the framework apprehended the network structure and actors on an abstract and 

broad level and missed out dynamic and specific relationships which, as mentioned above, 

had to be observed and followed up on the researcher, me. It is highly possible that there 

existed several more of these individual external network stakeholders which the researcher, 

me, was not present to observe. A network structure could be made and used for discussion 

(Figure 9, p.44) but this was insufficient to include individual stakeholders with functions 

beyond the business related ones. 



Axelsson, Emma – Degree project 30 ECTS International Business Program, Specialization Entrepreneurship – Spring 2013 

 

- 61 - 
 

Third, relating to the two previous points, the framework used could to some extent group the 

external network actors of the micro business into functional groups. However, 

distinguishing between the in terms of function came out being insufficient as it missed those 

individual connections to certain persons. These individuals were indeed customers or 

suppliers but were important to the micro business due to more reasons than simply being a 

customer or supplier.  It was indeed possible to define and discuss customers (both regular 

and business), partnerships (called mediators), suppliers, authorities and competitors but this 

functional division seemed to lack explanatory power. For example; a supplier was not just a 

supplier because it could supply what the micro business needed, a supplier was a supplier 

because it also had a historical connection to the business, a personal connection to the 

individuals within the business and a normative connection to the business. Hence, this 

present study suggest that mapping out the network of a micro business in terms of function  

is impractical since the maintained network contacts are kept on more (other) variables than 

just business function. The micro business express social characteristics and therefore 

strongly support the incorporation of sociological theories in small (micro) business 

research.  

The purpose has not been to specify what the exact network structure and stakeholders for 

this individual micro business are but rather to explore how the appearance of a micro 

business external network can and should be studied. The idea that the network can be 

viewed as a hub (Casson & Della Giusta, 2007, p.227) seem applicable and was supported by 

the COO in his/her statement "tentacles outwards", however, the assumption that the network 

contact can and should be divided into groups according to business function (e.g. suppliers, 

customers and authorities) is only to some extent useful as proposed by Freeman (2010, p. 5). 

On a formal level the stakeholder theory approach may be feasible even for the micro 

business, but when wanting to apprehend how it really appears it seem more feasible to 

regard the stakeholders in terms of individuals and their specific attributes. These individuals 

possess certain characteristics which may be attributable to their professional function but 

more interestingly to other contextual factors such as how they are socially embedded within 

the COO and the micro business.  So, even if suppliers can be discussed as a group, for the 

micro business the individuals within the supplier group are the interesting units. It is 

therefore more relevant to speak about "the service guy" or "the locksmith" than speaking 

about "suppliers". Even if the service guy is a supplier, he offers the micro business more 

than this actual function and this very much relates to the content of the network tie. 

Regarding a business as an extension of a person, it would be insufficient to generalize 

groupings of people that surround this individual as to say that family is one group and that 

friends is one. Rather one would speak of specific family members or friends. Similar 

reasoning can be applied to the micro business: the categories of stakeholder theory are too 

broad and too focused on professional function. This relates back to the distinction between 

uniplex and multiplex ties (Mitchell, 1969, p. 22); the network ties of the micro business 

appear multiplex where they connect to the business on more levels than just the professional 

attribute. In the following section, this will be discussed and analyzed in depth. 

 

5.3.1. Network Activities, Content and Strength 
 

The purpose of this present research is primarily to study how network content and strength 

appeared in a mature micro business. This represents a clear research gap and has in this 
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present study been regarded as an extension to network structure. Previous studies of 

networks have focused on network structure but as this present research indicates, this type of 

network study is less valuable to a smaller business. Apprehending at a quite early stage of 

research that the network structure could be discussed on an abstract and broad level but 

which missed out on individual network actors interpreted as crucial to the micro business, 

content and activities became difficult to discuss in general terms as they appeared to be very 

individual to each individual within the network. The COO was, at first impression, able to 

divide the stakeholders in functional groups, such as mentioning customers and procurement. 

However, from observation other, less functionally and professionally defined, actors within 

the external network were defined. These actors or individuals the COO did not mention until 

the researcher, me, asked the COO about it. This is an indication of the influence of the 

chosen methodology for this present research as discussed above, but also that the network 

structure and the members (stakeholders) of this structure was indeed abstract and tacit 

knowledge of the COO which needed influence of the researcher, me, to properly extract and 

apprehend the reality of the micro business.  

The distinction between the practical activities in terms of spotting opportunities, acquiring 

resources and implementing a market and the abstract network content in terms of 

communication, exchanges and normative was difficult to discern. The COO spoke very 

practically of what went on in the respective ties and it appeared more appropriate to assign 

the level of communication, exchange and normative content to these activities after hand 

during the analysis of the practical activities. It was rather the strength, or power indicators 

(Frooman, 1990, p. 192) of level of formality, frequency and reciprocity, that illuminated the 

structure. The COO could easier identify those stakeholders where frequency of interaction 

from a group perspective was high.  Below sections will therefore discuss content, activities 

and strength from the perspective of strength.  

 

5.3.2. Weak Network Ties 
 

Weak network ties was conceptually understood as ties which contained high levels of 

formality, low frequency and low reciprocity between the actors (Granovetter, 1973; 

O'Donnell, 2004, p. 208). The stakeholders that exhibited low strength were primarily one 

time customers (regular and business) and authorities, the two stakeholder groups which 

were feasible to discuss in terms of business function in contrast to the majority of the other 

groups. For the one time customers (low frequency) standard phrases were used with the 

purpose of informing and marketing the service (high formality). These phrases were 

designed to make communication efficient. These customers expected the service to be 

received according to their expectations and the COO (the micro business) expected to 

receive payment. The reciprocity was hence focused very much on the contractual obligation 

associated with the buying and selling of the service and did not extend to any social level 

(low reciprocity). The activity that is visible here is the opportunity seeking activity where 

the COO tries to attract customers by at the minimum trying to sell the actual service and 

receive money for it. This relationship is based on communication content and at selling 

point exchange content in the form of money being traded for the utilization of the service. 

Normative content was displayed at minimum level as the COO expected the customer to use 

the service according to common moral standards, attributable to common sense, such as 

paying and not wrecking the facilities. However, the intense documentation of any 
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interaction with the customers indicate that there was low levels of trust of the individuals 

communicating (either due to the nature of not fulfilling expectations or to the human factor 

of noise within the communication) and that there is a need to document who did/said what. 

Some of these one-time customers would develop into returning customers who then would 

represent a strong tie and this will be discussed in below section 5.3.4. The authorities were 

interacted or met with on few occasions, either planned or unplanned and that new 

representatives were present every time (low frequency). These meetings were scheduled, 

prepared for with a clear agenda (e.g. to control or obtain permission for something) where 

the COO sometimes experienced nervousness at these interaction moments (high formality). 

The COO expressed that the network tie with the authorities were involuntary in the sense 

that these were required by law but that it was still a comfort to have this connection. It may 

therefore be argued that the reciprocity is high from the perspective of both parties fulfilling 

the law, but this law is applied due to external regulations and hence is a "cost" the micro 

business cannot control. The COO chose to be thankful for this involuntary tie by saying that 

it ensured him/her that he/she was running the business correctly. However, since the 

presence or absence of the network tie would not have pre-given consequences on any party 

and that it was a one way network tie enforced by the authorities, the reciprocity is 

considered low (low reciprocity). As the purpose of this network tie was to keep the business 

running by controls and getting permissions, it is part of the activity of implementing and 

maintaining a market. Concerning content, this network tie was based on communication 

with minimum levels of normative content. Intense documentation was also present to save 

what was communicated and to specify obligations, indicating that normative expectations 

were low.  

Interpreting and analyzing these findings, it can be said that for the mature micro business, 

homogenous stakeholder groups expressed low network tie strength and that communication 

content was most apparent. The normative content has been very interesting within this 

present study as will be seen in forthcoming sections but was low for the low strength 

network ties. There were expectations on each party but these expectations were insured by 

written documentations, indicating normative content may have existed but that written 

insurance of these were needed in order to trust their performance. In short, low network tie 

strength can be connected to communication content but not really to any specific activity.  

 

5.3.3. Medium Network Ties 
 

Medium network ties are considered those ties exhibiting both variables for low and strong 

tie strength and those exhibiting medium variables for all strength indicators. For example, a 

tie exhibiting low frequency, low formality and low reciprocity is an example of a medium 

tie as well as a tie with medium frequency, medium formality and medium reciprocity. The 

stakeholders within this group are competitors and partnerships (mediating businesses). The 

network with the competitors was somewhat multifunctional as it on one hand sought for 

cooperation and on the other for competing. The cooperating part included the realization of 

the win-win situation of helping each other when recommending other providers when one 

self was unable to offer the service to a customer as well as informing competitors of issues 

which could harm the industry within the region as a whole (e.g. when false money was in 

circulation). For the competing interaction there was some monitoring of competing 

strategies, in particular concerning pricing strategies. The frequency displayed for both types 
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was low. The level of formality was difficult to discern, but can be said to be rather high due 

to the competing nature of the tie. Reciprocity is high when it comes to information sharing 

and recommending competitors as alternatives since all parties realize the benefit of some 

cooperation. Reciprocity is however low concerning the competing part as it is more of a 

silent monitoring activity performed without the other party's knowledge. Due to the 

combination of high and low strength indicators, this is a medium strong tie. The activity 

present concerns opportunity spotting as well as implementing and maintaining a market. By 

monitoring the strategies of competitors, the micro business can acquire new information and 

hence spot new opportunities. By realizing the long term positive effects of cooperating 

when one's own service is insufficient to handle demand, this is a strategy to implement and 

maintain their market. Concerning content, it is based on quite minimum communication 

taking place at crucial moments (to cooperate to help a customer or when spreading 

particular geographically/regionally relevant information) and when wanting to silently 

monitor the strategies of other businesses. The partnerships (called mediating services) acted 

as a supporting leg to attracting and selling the service to customers. The tie was based on 

contracts and routines, hence actual interaction took place only when there were deviations 

from these routines. This indicates low frequency of interaction, however, the connection is 

always silently present (medium frequency). Most contact was one way in the form of 

documents arriving online or through fax (high formality). Both parties are interested in 

maintaining the relationship in terms of the contractual nature of the business, hence 

reciprocity is high. The activities involved relate both to resource acquiring and market 

implementation. Simultaneously as these mediators provide the service of helping the micro 

business to acquire resources in the form of customers they are also a way to implement the 

market as efficiently as possible. The content is exchange dominated as the parties both are 

commercial actors with the main interest of making the transactions as cheap and efficient as 

possible. Individuals of the neighboring businesses could also be considered as external 

connections.  These did exert an economic function, but this function was overshadowed by 

the social function; making the working environment for the employees, the COO, more 

pleasant by the ability to socialize quite freely (low formality). The frequency of interaction 

was irregular, unscheduled and daily (high frequency). The connection was voluntary with 

minimum rights and obligations hence making reciprocity quite irrelevant as a measure. 

Even if there was an economic connection between the two, the interaction of the COO with 

the individuals from the neighbor business did not focus on this economic tie but was rather 

just a social meeting. Hence, an entrepreneurial activity is ambiguous to assign. Opportunity 

seeking may be most appropriate as the tie was based on communication content and 

information flows.  

Interpreting and analyzing these findings, it can be said that for the mature micro business, 

stakeholder groups and to some extent individuals expressed medium network tie strength 

and that exchange and communication content was most apparent. The development of 

normative content appears to some extent. In terms of activities, all three activities were 

present.  In short, medium network tie strength can be connected to both stakeholder groups 

and individuals and can contain different contents and activities. 

 

5.3.4. Strong Network Ties 
 

Strong network ties was conceptually understood as ties which contained low levels of 
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formality, high frequency and high reciprocity between the actors. The stakeholders which 

exhibited high strength were the regular and returning customers and long term supply-and 

salesmen and the neighboring businesses. These strong network ties were attributable to 

individuals and not to any homogenous group. This suggests that the stronger the relationship 

the more information has been gathered from the actor. The regular and returning customers 

(high frequency) the standard phrases used for the other customers could be excluded and 

instead the COO would engage in a personal topic which would for example be a follow up 

from their previous encounter (low formality). Beyond the delivery of the service and 

performing the payment, both the COO and this customer could connect on a personal plane 

(high reciprocity). The activity visible here is less discernible but is most attributable to the 

implementing a market activity as these customers can be considered somewhat a "fixed 

asset" and ensures that the business continues running. The relationship is based on 

normative content which is reinforced and strengthened by further communication. Due to 

routine the same documentation was made, however not as much due to issues of trust. 

Concerning the suppliers, these consisted of long term, well established, contacts. The long 

term supply-and salesmen were individual characters such as "the service guy", "the 

locksmith" and the individual who made an express delivery. The fact that the COO did 

him/herself identify these characters as separate stakeholders indicate that they were so 

embedded within the business that it discerning them as external to the organization is 

somewhat foreign. The COO had "nicknames" for them, referred to them with the instead of 

a and was able to call them in at short notice (high frequency). The language used at 

interaction was friendly and contained joking and the interactions were less planned in 

advance (low formality). The relationships were long-term indicating mutual benefit from 

maintaining them (high reciprocity). This may be attributable to the actual exchange of 

appropriate service for appropriate monetary compensation, but moreover the social and 

personal attraction which had developed and was reinforced at each encounter. The 

well-established and non-evolving nature of these ties indicated that they were part of the 

implementing and maintaining market activity. Normative content was present in 

combination to exchange content. Exchange content has been said to need higher levels of 

trust than communication content as it involves a physical transaction. Exhibiting high 

amounts of normative content in conjunction with the exchange content supports are part of 

the strength of this network tie: the COO expects that these individuals can and know how to 

properly deliver a service/good on short notice without much prior communication or 

information. 

Interpreting and analyzing these findings, it can be said that for the mature micro business, 

stakeholder individuals expressed high network tie strength and that normative content was 

most apparent. The normative content appears to be a consequence of reinforced behavior 

concerning the function they perform and is built from previous communication and 

exchange content. These crucial individuals helped in running the business at what was 

considered the lowest cost, hence clearly attributable to the implementing and maintaining 

market activity. In short, high network tie strength can be connected to normative content and 

to implementing and maintaining the market.  

 

5.4. Context Analysis and Discussion 
 

Having discussed and analyzed the empirical data and separated the network ties in terms of 
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strength and attributed activities and contents to these levels of strengths it is now relevant to 

discuss why it appears as it does. 

First, the network ties of the micro business were clearly regional in terms of suppliers, 

authorities and competitors. Some national and international ties were maintained, such as 

partnerships and customers. The micro business is highly influenced by local/regional factors 

as it has existed within this market environment for a long period (since the end of 1960). At 

the concluding phase of the research sessions, the COO expressed that he/she had never 

thought about the network in this way, referring to the now visualized set-up of it. As 

supposed, network structure content and strength was indeed very tacit knowledge and 

hence, why it appears the way it does is not attributable to any strategic thinking as one would 

assume when thinking in terms of business. It confirms the arguments in the literature review 

that the business is much embedded within its social environment (Aldrich & Zimmer, 1985; 

Halinen & Törnroos, 1998). This holds an irony: supposing that the small business is very 

socially embedded and that there is much value in the social connections, having a strategic 

approach to it seems implicit. The COO spoke very positively about the strong network ties 

with returning customers and strong supply contacts, favoring the ones relating to 

implementation and maintenance of the market. The visibility of clear opportunity seeking 

ties was few. The opportunity seeking can be attributed to entrepreneurial orientation of an 

entrepreneur of being prone to growth, innovation, exhibiting proactivity and risk taking 

(Runyan et al., 2008, p. 569). The COO, even if not being the actual owner, clearly exhibited 

more of small business owner orientation of running the business (being very 

accommodating and familiarizing with the network actors). From this, it is possible to draw 

the conclusion that the network is a reflection of the individuals maintaining it, in this present 

research considered a contextual factor. Concerning the context of the research situation, I as 

a researcher can also be discussed and analyzed from the perspective of network content and 

strength through the structural perspective. As an individual stakeholder, the network 

strength would be considered low. The frequency is low since it the network tie had a clear 

beginning and end and consisted of only four days. The level of formality was considerably 

high but somewhat eased the more communication that was exchanged and the more the 

COO felt comfortable in freely associating around the concepts and frameworks. The 

reciprocity however remained low as the COO agreed to participate in the research purely as 

a kind gesture and had the ability to withdraw at any point. The COO would not make loss 

either in economic or social terms by rejecting to participate. There was no economic activity 

directly involved, however, participating in a research, in particular one with an in-depth 

focus on a single case, can be considered opportunity seeking. It is a way to broaden 

perspective and the COO did indicate that he/she had a different view of the network before 

and after the research sessions. Concerning content, there was pure communication content. 

There was no physical exchanges and the least normative content out of all the network ties 

which have been discussed and analyzed. The COO did not have any presumptions or 

expectations on the nature of the research content or process. In comparison to the other low 

strength ties, this tie is the least strong, hence no normative content and very little obvious 

business or social advantages. Participating in the research was a long-shot and can at the 

least only be considered opportunity seeking. My position as a researcher within the network 

is affected by the what occurs in the connection between us. As will be suggested in the 

following section, the hub network structure can be advanced to include parameters such as 

strength and content. 
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5.5. Towards Theory Development 
 

The conceptual mapping and theoretical and practical methodology has emphasized the 

importance of context to understand network content and strength. The need for external 

validity for generalization abilities is irrelevant as the purpose has been to show that context 

and contextual embeddedness/aspects are moderators of how the network appears, hence this 

notion needs to be taken into account whenever performing quantitative studies aiming for 

generalizations.  An individual case study strategy has been used to illustrate this. Even if 

generalization of the findings is not a purpose or necessity for this present research, Easton 

(2010) recognize that there must be some moderator which is present in multiple research 

settings since without it, no theory can ever be built (p. 126).  Hence, this present research 

recognize that one moderator is that network structure is in no way separate from network 

content and that these influence each other, but that this interplay is contextually contained. 

The contextual containment is itself a moderator to any theory building. The structure of the 

network and the actors within it depend on what goes on in the network tie. For a larger 

business it may be feasible to group stakeholders into functional business groups hence 

making the stakeholder theory useful to overview the network appearance. The smaller 

business is more affected by changes in the external environment as implied by Curran & 

Blackburn (2001, p. 7) hence explaining the need for high degrees of normative content in 

the network ties to ensure that business will run smoothly. Therefore, mapping out only the 

network structure in terms of stakeholder groups seem insufficient as it may miss out on 

those crucial strong and normative ties which have an ultimate effect on the ability maintain a 

market position. Therefore, this present research indicates strongly on the limitations of the 

stakeholder model and its applicability on the micro business. This relates back to Aldrich & 

Zimmer's (1986) differentiation between role-and action sets (long versus short term 

relationships) (p. 11-12): the long term external relations become so embedded in the 

business that they are hard to discern as external stakeholders in terms of function. 

Understanding what is contained in the network tie allows for incorporating social 

dimensions which is separate from the economic and business functional dimensions. An 

increasingly holistic approach of the multi-functionality of the network ties makes any 

network analysis of a smaller business more practical and useful. The strongest network ties 

appear so individually unique that assigning into groups is almost irrelevant. The definition 

of stakeholders (section.2.2.4.) used in this present study does acknowledge individuals or 

groups, however the traditional stakeholder models does not. Thus, the network is feasible to 

map according to individuals and groups. It is here that the network ties become interesting 

in terms of content and strength as these can say something about the unique nature of the 

network tie and can hence define the role of the stakeholder. What this present study shows is 

that structure should not necessarily be defined by who but rather by what. Studying what the 

network of a micro business in terms of content and strength is not best apprehended by 

statically mapping it in predefined stakeholder groups, but better through open-ended 

inclusive categories where content, strength and activities interplay to define the stakeholder. 

Naturally this calls for qualitative, in-depth research strategies and methods. This means that 

the who is a product of the what and in order to understand who the appropriate is, the what 

needs to be defined. It was for example not so clear cut that the returning customer was only 

an economic transaction; it was also a social transaction and perhaps a reassurance 
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transaction that the business was still attractive on the market. In the micro business context 

where strong ties are important, this is particularly interesting as the supplier is not just a 

supplier of physical goods (exchange content), he/she is also a supplier of social interaction 

(communication content) and traditions/expectations (normative content). I therefore argue 

that it is more appropriate to study what goes on in the network and then assign titles or 

names to these actors than the other way around. This approach limits the ability to reveal the 

unique dynamics of strong network ties. The following section will explore how the 

structural stakeholder theory can be advanced considering the developed argument from this 

section.  

 

5.6. Theory Development 

 

Referring back to Figure 5, p. 20, and Figure 7, p. 26, in the conceptual mappings, the 

empirical data proposes to view below model for network structure, content and strength of a 

mature micro business: 

 

Figure 10. Theory advancement model: Dynamic Network Structure of the Mature Micro 

Business. 

The micro business exists on the right side with strong network ties closest and weak network 

ties furthest away. This is similar to the conceptual mapping in Figure 7, p. 26, However, the 

amount of weak ties were not a large portion of the network and there was only some 

opportunity spotting activity in the connection with one time customers, hence the micro 

business had not realized the value in maintaining weak ties. Instead, most of the ties were of 

medium type where all activities were somewhat present. The strong ties were few and 

contained normative content in addition to the other contents. The arrow represent the 

dynamic process that was still going on: the COO did express that he/she searched for 

"doors" to bring a weak tie into becoming stronger. Regarding the different stakeholder 

groups in relation to this proposed theoretical development apprehending the micro business 

network content and strength through a structural perspective, this should be maintained 
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open. The contextual factors determine who the stakeholders are and should not be presumed 

and forced onto the framework. In short, the "names" of stakeholders are not necessarily 

dependent on the content or strength of the network tie. This type of model is very flexible, 

hence it is adaptable to different market contexts.  

In the final research session the COO was asked if he/she thought that smaller business rather 

than larger businesses within the industry in focus are in greater need of these individual 

strong and close network ties. The COO first agreed with this statement but then disagreed, 

saying that it could be equally important for both. On the other hand, the COO did express 

that due to the size of the business and not being supported by a large chain, they had to niche 

themselves and offer something to the customers which the larger business could not. This 

can be attributed to a differentiation strategy where the differentiated offer contained the 

personal contact and the normatively strong network tie. Hence, this suggests that indeed is 

the strong ties more important for the smaller business which confirms that the smaller 

business is very socially embedded in its context. Therefore, this present research does show 

that studying networks on a level further than pure business exchanges, is of importance to 

the smaller business as there are underlying communicative and normative mechanisms 

acting as value creators. Taking the approach that network structure of a smaller business is 

better understood by the what (e.g. activity, content and strength) rather than by the mapping 

of the who, it is feasible to consider the development of theoretical models for this. 
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6. Contributions 

6.1. Methodological Contribution 
 

Methodological under-developments within business research were suggested by 

Blackburn & Kovalainen (2009). This present research makes two main methodological 

contributions. First, it makes a strong attempt to illustrate the effect of the chosen 

methodological research design in terms of strategies, methods and techniques of analysis. 

With this, the study acknowledges the effect of the methodological practices in the analysis 

to imply that not only is the result a consequence of the actual data but also how the data was 

retrieved and understood. This contributes by emphasizing that no empirical results exists in 

vacuum and is a result of the whole research process. Second, it explores relatively rare type 

of methodological design within the business research field to show that interesting results 

can be achieved. This is hoped to inspire further qualitative strategies and methods in future 

business research.  

 
6.2. Theoretical Contribution 
 

In terms of business research and entrepreneurship as a field within it, this present 

research has three main theoretical contributions. First, it successfully combines network 

theory from core disciplines (sociology) with newer and more fragmented disciplines 

(entrepreneurship and small business research) to show that they are fruitful for research 

together. Second, it advances the network theory by illuminating additional elements to 

define network structure. It does so by indicating that there are limitations with the 

stakeholder model or simple structure models (Figure 1a and 1b, p. 11). Third, the 

individual case study suggest that contextual factors and social embeddedness are 

present, hence confirming previous arguments that the smaller business and its network 

is difficult to research due to varying contextual factors. This in turn should be reflected 

in research methods and theory building. Accounting for this finding, a theoretical 

framework was developed to incorporate the effect of context for being a mature micro 

(Figure 10, p. 68).  

 

6.3. Practical Contribution 
 

In terms of business research and entrepreneurship as a field within it, this present 

research has three main practical contributions. First, the characteristics of the micro 

business and its individual actors, affects the ability to extract full value from the 

external network. The rather unconscious recognition of the network implies that value is 

lost. This awareness has practical implications. Second, for the audience group of 

local/regional/national policy makers, this research suggests that the context is crucial 

for the micro business; hence individual understandings of contexts should be 

apprehended for any network stimuli to be successful. As pointed out in section 2.3., an 

improved knowledge base within small business entrepreneurship is needed which this 

present research answers to (Tillväxtverket, 2011, p. 8). Developing more flexible models 
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which are suitable for the small business context and developing policies based on these 

models can increase efficiency. Fourth, relating to the research audience group, this 

present research practically contributes by showing that it is possible to explore 

uncommonly used business research methods and gain fruitful and interesting results. 

This is hoped to make research more practical on its own.  
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7. Conclusion 

This present research concerns network content and strength within the small (micro) 

business field. Both the topic and the research subject are under-researched and hence 

pointed towards also making methodological contributions. The study contained three 

purposes. First, reducing methodological fragmentation by embracing qualitative methods 

and proposing novel, more subjective, research design combinations as fruitful and practical 

for this research area. Second, seeking to advance the understanding of micro business 

networks in terms of tie content and strengths. Third, proposing contextual factors as an 

interesting moderator between the topic and the research strategy.  The small business, and 

the micro business in particular being the research subject of this study, is by nature 

contextually embedded. This present research has therefore let the complete research design 

capture this contextual embeddedness. The choice of research design was designed to capture 

what the network of the mature micro business appeared as in terms of content and strength. 

The contextual aspects were incorporated to answer why it appeared as it did. This present 

study has found: 

First, studies of networks within the small (micro) business field should advance from 

regarding only traditional network structure models and stakeholder models which clearly 

are insufficient in the small business context. Incorporating network tie content and strength 

illuminate more dynamic ways of understanding the network beyond the pure structural 

business functions. Concerning the what; normative content and social activities contained in 

ties with individual external actors come forth as representing important and strong ties 

which are not captured by these traditional models. Contrary to any argument that physical 

exchange content is central to the economic life of a business, the function of more normative 

and communicative content are no less important to the sustainment of a micro business. 

There does appear to be a relation between the certain activities, content and strength; e.g. the 

opportunity seeking ties containing weak strength communication content as suggested by 

previous literature and conceptualized on. Concerning the why: this is contextually 

embedded, suggesting that in-depth case studies with ethnographic observations have been 

fruitful strategies and methods of capturing this. This research has resulted in suggesting a 

more flexible and practical model in terms of who the actors in the network are, but which 

regards structure as a product of strength, its contents and activities.  

Second, relating to above, further theory advancements in the field of networks within small 

(micro) businesses require restraining from traditional positivist and objective theoretical 

methodologies and quantitative practical methodologies. As context appears to affect the 

appearance of the network of the mature micro business, the critical realist stance is 

successful as it opens the possibility of illuminating the individual’s subjective creation of 

the objective reality. This creates context. This present research's research design has used 

combinations of methods and techniques which constitute a creative process, in line with 

what Langley (2008, p.20) suggest is fruitful for developing research. Despite a single case 

study strategy with questioning and observant-participating, the complexities of the network 

appearance suggest that further findings would have been possible. This research shows that 

experimenting with methodological combinations is advisable. Not only does this research 
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therefore present findings within network theory, but also within the research methods area 

itself. The study took an exploratory approach, meaning that it opens for future research 

within several branches. The next section will explore these.  
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8. Future Research 

Several dimensions of this present exploratory research can be discussed in terms of future 

research for research academics and for local/regional/national policy makers. This present 

research has explored network tie content and strength, novel methodological designs and 

their relation to context.  

First, the complexities of networks are apparent in this research. The combination of 

ethnography and network studies has proven successful in uncovering some of the dynamics 

of the network. This opens up for future research. Combining Van Maanen's (2011a, p. 229) 

argument that ethnography requires much time to produce good results with Halinen & 

Törnroos' (1998, p. 187) idea that further studies in network processes and dynamics are 

needed for small businesses, further ethnographic research to capture these complexities is 

feasible. This suggestion responds to the complex and embedded nature of the networks. This 

can develop the grounded theory process of this present research to full grounded theory to 

build mid-range theory, theory which is crafted for specific contexts rather than for abstract 

macro contexts (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 154).  Mid-range theories are suitable for 

the audience group of local/regional/national policy makers within entrepreneurship. For this 

group, gaining an extensive knowledge base of these small business units has been sought for 

(Tillväxtverket, 2011a, p. 8). Future research therefore has a chance to provide extensive 

practical contributions.  

Second, awareness of these complexities can make future research of small (micro) business 

networks increasingly attentive to their choice of research methods and arguments for them. 

Methodological creativeness is encouraged which in the long run can develop and reduce the 

methodological fragmentation which small business research and networks is subject to 

(Blackburn & Kovalainen, 2009, p. 128; Halinen & Törnroos, 1998, p. 187). For example, 

within small (micro) businesses and their networks, further using a critical realist stance can 

un-cover further contextual moderating factors network appearance in terms of content and 

strength.  
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Appendix  

Appendix A 
 

Information details about participation in research 

Umeå School of Business, Spring 2013 

Dear X, 

This document is sent with the purpose of informing about the study you agreed to participate 

in. My name is Emma Axelsson and this research is part of my degree project within 

entrepreneurship that I am writing at Umeå School of Business.  

The thesis concerns mature micro businesses’ networks. Network refers to the external 

contacts a business maintains with actors in the environment. The focus is on content and 

strength of these networking contacts. The aim is to develop the knowledge base of what 

networks are. This purpose is achieved using a case study based on observation with 

integrated interviews. The representative of the case study, You, are observed and 

interviewed on several occasions, convenient to you. Data collection will take place in the 

form of recordings, notes and possible photographing and document collection. Your 

participation requires no preparation and the research will repeatedly focus on these key 

areas: 

- Structure and participants in the network 

- Activities and how they are carried out within the network 

In order to identify and capture the mature micro business network, the observations and 

interviews will take place in the natural environment. Emphasis will be placed on not 

disturbing the natural work environment. Your participation is anonymous and can be 

canceled at any time. If desired, the complete research is sent to you. 

Questions and concerns can be directed to me at 070-xxxxxxx or email 

xxxxxxxx@student.umu.se. 

By agreement we meet the x-x/x/13 between the hours x to x. 

Thanks for your participation! 

Sincerely, 

Emma Axelsson 
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Appendix B 
 

Interview guide step 1 

 

Appreciation of the mature micro business  

The discussion will focus on: 

- The duration of the business 

- The development of the business 

- The number of employees of the business 

- The role of the respondent 

 

Appreciation of the network structure 

The discussion will focus on: 

- The meaning of network for the respondent 

- The difference between the internal and external network to distinguish the two 

- Developing a list of the external network actors 

- Drawing of the external network actors 

 

Appreciation of the network activities 

The discussion will focus on:  

- What the purpose of each network tie is 

 

Appreciation of the network content. 

The discussion will focus on: 

- What occurs during interaction 

- What occurs between interaction 

- How interaction occurs 

- The presence of expectations and how these are handled (trust, obligations, contracts) 

- How communication takes place and under what forms 

 

Appreciation of the network strength 

The discussion will focus on: 

- How the respondent understands the term strength 

- Asking the respondent to draw thick versus thin lines to represent strength 

- The formality of the tie. Why it is/is not considered formal 

- The frequency of tie interaction. Why it is/is not considered frequent 

- The reciprocity of the tie. Why it is/is not considered to be reciprocate 
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Appendix C 
 

Ordering form used in supplier communication 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 


