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Abstract 
 

DRIVERS OF SUSTAINABLE RURAL DEVELOPMENT  
- 

 Entrepreneurs in Sjuhäradsmat 
 

The rural areas of the European Union are in a transition as the agricultural 
policies are reformed to meet future challenges and a more intense competition1. 
Local initiatives have played a central and motivating role in generating and 
establishing sustainability in rural spaces within the EU, through organic farming and 
local food production2.  

 
The thesis looks into the drivers of the producers in an economic network, 

Sjuhäradsmat, in the countryside of Sweden, and relates it to the debate on rural 
development. The overall aim of the paper is to examine the driving factors of a micro 
case, the producers of Sjuhäradsmat. The thesis will discuss these drivers and how the 
producers perceive the preconditions for their businesses. Moreover it discusses the 
meaning of the political structures in relation to the micro level, and the political 
framing of the enterprisers and the conditions for the people on the local level. The 
empirical material is based on qualitative semi-open interviews with the producers 
and a qualitative text analysis of policy documents. 

 
The producers are entrepreneurs where the lifestyle is the main driver. They 

generate social capital through their role as entrepreneurs as well as citizens, which is 
of importance to local development. They perceive themselves as outside the official 
paradigm of development and traditional business and struggle to change the picture 
and present alternative possibilities for rural development. The policies are enhancing 
growth-oriented businesses and apply a too narrow definition of entrepreneurship for 
the producers to fit in. If sustainable rural development is to be achieved must the 
drivers be recognised: both driving factors and the producers. The producers generate 
social capital, which is fundamental for development. By recognising the importance 
of the producers would the social capital generated by them and Sjuhäradsmat also 
profit society. 
 
Keywords: Sweden, entrepreneurs, social capital, regional development policies, 
sustainable rural development 
 

                                                 
1 Landsbygdsprogrammet, 2006, p 22 
2 Marsden; Smith, 2005, p 441 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
“It is only the development that is locally anchored that has the prerequisites to be 

sustainable.” 1 
  
 The rural areas of the European Union are in a transition as the agricultural 
policies are reformed to meet future challenges and a more intense competition2. 
Today is different from Europe 50 years ago where the policy was needed to rebuild 
the continent. New challenges have come about and one of these is Sustainable Rural 
Development3. Whilst the new agricultural reform of 2003 will be fully implemented 
(2008) 4 is there a lot of action taking place on the local level5. Local initiatives have 
played a central and motivating role in generating and establishing sustainability in 
rural spaces within the EU, through organic farming and local food production6. 
Cooperation and networks are considered as key ingredients for their success as new 
arrangements over boarders are settled7. Also NGO’s have a role and are affecting the 
political agenda and frames, the Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF) and 
Hushållningssällskapet etc. are examples of this. 
 
Sustainable development has to be locally anchored and function on the local level, 
which is the very condition for the concept as a whole. Therefore the local level is the 
point of departure for this thesis, and explores a case of local food producers 
organised in an economic network, Sjuhäradsmat, situated in Västra Götaland, 
Sweden. If sustainable rural development is strived for, the micro level must be fully 
comprehended and incorporated.  

1.1 Aim 
The overall aim of the paper is to examine the driving factors of a micro case, 

the producers of Sjuhäradsmat. The thesis will discuss these drivers and how the 
producers perceive the preconditions for their businesses. Moreover it discusses the 
meaning of the political structures in relation to the micro level, and the political 
framing of the enterprisers and the conditions for the people on the local level.   

1.2 Research questions 
1. What is driving the producers?  
2. How do the macro level correspond to these drivers and perceptions?  
 
  

                                                 
1 Johannisson, 2004, p 38 
2 Landsbygdsprogrammet, 2006, p 22 
3 Pugliese, 2001, p 113 
4 Schmid; Sinabell, 2007, p 333 
5 Marsden et al, 2001, p 75 
6 Marsden; Smith, 2005, p 441 
7 Murdoch, 2000, p 408 
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2 METHODOLOGY 
2.1 Methods 

The research questions have set the choice of methodology. This chapter will 
discuss the research process and reason about important aspects that should be 
considered throughout the study.  
 
In order to answer the research questions are two methods used: qualitative interviews 
and qualitative text analysis. This is in order to present the two perspectives that are 
needed: the producers of Sjuhäradsmat and the authorities’ perspective. The first is a 
case study of the producers in Sjuhäradsmat and the second is a general discussion of 
the conclusions from the case study in a political context. The focus is set on the 
producers within Sjuhäradsmat, it is their driving forces that will be analysed and the 
consequences will presently be related to the meso- and macro political structures. 
The approach of this study is hence bottom-up8. The first research question 
concerning the driving factors of the producers will be based on qualitative interviews 
with the producers. The second research question will be based on the policy 
documents that are representing the political structures and analysing how these 
correspond to the case and results from the first question. The policy documents are 
official, which makes the process easier. The perspective is especially important for 
sustainable development, as it cannot function on a macro level if not integrated and 
working at the micro level9. It is the producers and people that live in the area that are 
the basis for development, of any kind. The bottom-up perspective is a way to attack 
“is not a theory but a way to tackle that tells us how empirical collection of data and the 
analysis should be done” 10. The study is hence inductive, as the empirical material will 
later be theorised11. 
 
Throughout the thesis the micro level is the local community, the network. The macro 
level is the region of Västra Götaland, Sweden and the European Union; it 
incorporates the national arena, as the function of the region is to implement the 
national policies. The European level is important to address, even though the thesis 
does not intend to discuss this level in detail. The macro actors are important, as they 
constitute the structural reality in which the network operates, hence is the discussion 
interesting as the micro level gives meaning to the structures and policies.  
 
The case study seeks to exemplify patterns and relate these to the political framing of 
them on the macro level. The local conditions are different and what might work 
extraordinary somewhere may be more problematic somewhere else12. But there are 
of course lessons that should be spread and either avoided or implemented in other 
areas and levels13. Murdoch (2000) concludes that networks and their potential are 

                                                 
8 Olsson, 2005, 29 f 
9 Pettersson, 2005, p 52 f 
10 Olsson, 2005, p 24 
11 Thurén, 1991, p 23 f  
12 Olsson, 2005, p 25 
13 Ibid, p 25 
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varying and depending on the preconditions of the rural area. There is no one fits all 
solutions to rural development as the geographical, political, social, cultural, 
environmental context varies. There are several levels of generality though, and 
conclusions might be applicable in other situations and in other areas14. The problems 
that these producers recognise, not in their production process but as enterprisers, 
might very well correspond to producers in other areas.  

2.1 Case study: Sjuhäradsmat  
DATA COLLECTION 

The empirical material for the first research question will be drawn from 
qualitative interviews with the producers of Sjuhäradsmat. A representative number of 
the producers in Sjuhäradsmat are selected. But in order to obtain the information 
needed to make this selection a key informant has been important, this person has not 
been involved in the selection part though. Sjuhäradsmat is a rather small economic 
network with approximately 40 members. It consists of: women and men, groups of 
people and individuals, bigger and smaller businesses, full-time and part-time, 
conventional and organic producers, various kinds of products, people that have 
moved to the area and people that are born in the area etc. Out of these are around five 
fulltime farmers or producers; the other members are running their businesses along 
side with other jobs.15 Out of all the producers 7 informants were selected, 
representing the broad spectrum of producers.  
 
Yin (2003) discusses the importance of multiple sources of evidence as they 
sometimes can reveal different perceptions of the same phenomena. Data 
triangulation is addressing potential problems of construct validity. This also 
increases the reliability and the quality of the case. 16 The main empirical material 
needed to analyse the producers’ drivers are the qualitative interviews. Their answers 
and perceptions are the foundation for the thesis analysis and are the only source of 
information, a part from observations that can serve to get an idea of the informant 
and function as a complement.  

QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS 
The qualitative research interview acquires qualitative descriptions of the life 

of the interviewed. It seeks to present their reality17. An interview guide with specific 
themes is a tool for the conversation between the informant and the interviewer18. It 
sets the themes of the study and the order19. It worked as a reminder for me, in order 
to cover the essential areas during the interview. It was also helpful as the amount of 
time was limited and pushed the interviews to follow some structure. The guide has 
only been a guide that has been put aside if new interesting information and paths 
have come up during the interview. Throughout the interviews, people have been 
                                                 
14 Alvesson, Sköldberg, 2000, p 31 
15 Interview B1 
16 Yin, 2003, p 97 f 
17 Kvale, 1997, p 117 
18 Ibid, p 119 
19 Ibid, p 121 
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quite open and liked to talk about their enterprises and lives. The background 
information and more informal conversations with people within the organisation of 
Sjuhäradsmat set the themes. The informants are people and it is their reality of which 
the study is interested in.  
 
The conversation is central. There must be a balance between the informant and the 
interviewer and an understanding that they hold the key information that is needed. 
The interviewer needs the informants, but the informants might also need the 
interviewer in order to reflect upon the discussed issues. Hence, it works two-ways.20 
This has worked well throughout the interviews and the respondents have discussed 
and reasoned about their business, values and lives. All of them have not been as open 
as some, but the conversation has been apparent. 
 
Some interviews needed to be done over the telephone and these were noted down by 
hand and immediately afterwards written and typed in entirety. I found the phone 
interviews as positive, as people felt that they had an option, either by me coming to 
their home or by phone interview. All other interviews were taped, the respondents 
were of course asked on before hand if this was ok. These interviews were also noted 
down, as a back up, and were all written and documented afterwards. Some 
informants, working as officials, are easier to get back to if there is information that is 
missing, as it is their job. The interviews with the producers had to be done during 
their free time and therefore I was as flexible as possible so that they did not feel 
stressed or pushed. The interviews, ten in total, lasted between 1-2 hours, and the 
transcribed material corresponds to approximately 50 pages. 

THE INTERVIEW SITUATION 
Ethics and a code of conduct are central for qualitative interviews21. To 

establish trust between the respondent and myself has been crucial. In the beginning 
of the interviews were most of the respondents were curious about the situation and 
showed an interest that was kept during the whole interview. My presence affected 
the interviews in the beginning, as some of the informants were a bit hesitant the first 
minutes of the interviews. But after a while the hesitance was gone and the answers 
got more and more in-depth and they talked vividly. The fact that I had an 
understanding of the area facilitated the process. I am myself raised in Sjuhärad where 
the network is based, which brings possible positive and negative consequences. 
Positive due to my pre-knowledge of the area and its history, but it might be difficult 
to get some information as some might think that I already know it22. But as I do not 
know any of the producers personally, I know one by name, will not cause any 
problems. Sjuhäradsbygden incorporates seven communities and considering the 
number of producers, around 40, my connection could most likely not be a problem, 
rather the opposite as I know the area but am still somewhat distant, as I do not know 
the people that I will interview personally. My pre-knowledge is biased, but coming 
from the area also provides access to information. When presenting myself to the 
member of Sjuhäradsmat and during the interviews I have noticed that my 

                                                 
20 Kvale, 1997, p 117 
21 Ibid, p 114 f 
22 Repstad, 1999, p 56 
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background often functioned to “break the ice”, and made the process easier. It made 
it easier to achieve a level of mutual confidence, where the actual qualitative 
interview took place. 
 
The interviews took place, as often as possible, in the producers’ homes. Kvale (1997) 
considers the normal context of the respondent as important as it has been shown to 
provide a more inclusive and adequate picture of fundamental situations. The various 
respondents and their willingness to talk and set aside time for the interview, made 
some interviews longer than others. To be humble and to show respect for their busy 
lives is critical and to make sure that they understood that I adapted to their schedule. 
One of the interviews included two producers, the rest were single interviews. This 
was enriching as they discussed the issue between themselves, and I could guide the 
conversation. I participated in a group meeting, of Sjuhäradsmat, where several 
members were gathered and where they had the opportunity to talk directly to me. 
The opportunity was of higher value in one way, than the actual discussion as it was 
an occasion to bring other perspectives forward and make people aware of the 
research process and project. It has been essential in all interviews to let the 
respondents talk about the interview areas and their perspectives, history and 
everything, without too much interruption. 

CHALLENGES 
One has to be open to sudden changes and challenges. A gatekeeper generates 

expectations on the direction of the study, but different things occur that one cannot 
predict, for good or bad. One has to be humble and ready for most things, and not 
close up to the former and more expected situation. To be flexible has been important 
throughout this study, in all aspects. There are no standard methods for qualitative 
interviews and one cannot predict everything that will occur and the consequences of 
an interview23. As an interviewer it has been vital to “interpret” the people and to 
adjust to their lives as much as possible when setting the time and place for 
interviews.  
 
A further ambition was to meet as many as possible face-to-face and give all a chance 
to present their perspectives at one of the network’s meetings that are open to all 
members. But as the majority of the producers have ordinary jobs, families and other 
engagements, it was not certain that all producers could take the opportunity. The 
opportunity to present their perspectives was given. To discuss the issues in a group, 
as a group-interview might bring out new information not only from people that have 
not been interviewed but also from the people that were interviewed individually, as 
the setting is changed and there might be spin-off effects due to the discussion that 
may come about24.    

                                                 
23 Kvale, 1997, p 82 
24 Repstad, 1999, p 83 f 
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2.2 Methodological reflection 
QUALITATIVE TEXT ANALYSIS 

The theoretical chapter, the background and the second part of the analysis are 
based on reports, scientific research and policy documents. The latest and biggest 
documents are the point of departure, to get an overview25. This is especially relevant 
when handling with public documents, as the analysis and parts of background are26.  
Criticism of sources is fundamental and the sources that are used throughout the thesis 
are related to their aim and source. The theoretical chapter is based on the scientific 
discussions of the theories, which are in turn drawn from scientific articles and books.   

MATERIAL DISCUSSION 
 The empirical data in the thesis will be drawn from interviews with the 
members of the economic network, Sjuhäradsmat and policy documents. All sources 
of material for this paper are: 
Primary sources27: interviews and observations (from interview occasions and 
network meeting).   
Secondary sources28: scientific papers, archival information, policy documents and 
reports (from all actors of relevance), literature 
  
The scientific papers and literature are the basis of a scientific discussion and the 
theoretical position of the paper. Policy documents, reports, archival information, 
papers and interviews will describe the background of the case and as the material is 
in some parts shallow, very public focused, and not reflecting the angles that the 
thesis is aiming at are interviews with key informants essential. Interviews with the 
producers are the core, as their perceptions are the focus of the paper. As the 
interviews are acknowledged to be normative and seek to reflect the producers’ 
perceptions of their own production, network and reality, these differences are not a 
problem. It is important, however, to relate the given information to stated facts, of 
course. But the subjective information about themselves and the driving factors for 
them as producers are the basis.  
  
The published information that concerns the case is very limited and I am therefore 
dependent on informants. The informants’ knowledge is valuable for the paper, but 
might also be a weak link as I need the information and there is only a limited amount 
of people that can provide this information. The policy documents and reports that 
will be used when presenting the background are acquired from various NGOs that 
seek to affect the political agenda. Political policies from the Region of Västra 
Götaland and the Swedish Rural Development Agency are basic material for setting 
it. The policy documents constitute the political framework, for the analysis. The 
political context, what is going on in the broader context, will be based on all kinds of 
reports and documents on regional and rural development.   

                                                 
25 Repstad, 1999, p 88 
26 Ibid 
27 Ibid, p 90 
28 Ibid 
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LIMITATIONS  
Entrepreneurs and sustainable rural development is a broad issue. There are 

many relevant aspects of it as one can relate it to all the present political debates. The 
case study narrows it down further, but there are other limitations that need to be 
recognised. The political boarders of Sweden set the geographical boundaries, 
knowing that the policies, considering rural and agricultural politics are directly 
affected by the European Union. It is not pertinent to go into the mechanisms within 
the European Union or into what ways the policies affect the micro level 

 
The temporal boundary is set, once again recognising the influence of the European 
Union, Sweden entering the European Union in 1995, and until 2013 when the present 
rural development program is due. As the thesis is bringing in Sustainable 
development in a rural context, the time span is short. But the thesis does not intend to 
discuss a future prognosis, rather to make a reflection on the producers’ perspectives 
in relation to present policies and to discuss the consequences with basis on the micro 
level. Sustainable development is part of the political policies that the Swedish 
government, and hence regions are working with and will, as other policies, only be 
discussed relating the perspectives of the producers and the authorities. 
 
The thesis is interested in the producers as enterprisers and is not trying to assess the 
potential of their production per se. It will discuss the producers’ role for sustainable 
rural development, as part of the background. It is the producers as enterprisers and 
the discussion of their drivers and conception of their situation, which is in focus. It 
provides an idea of the enterpriser and is important as such. The material the 
interviews will provide will discuss and guide what areas to consider for the second 
research question, the consequences of the producers’ drivers.  
 
It is important to remember that the study is based on interviews with producers that 
have succeeded and are still producing. Their drivers might be different, but there 
might also be a large number of people that have tried and failed due to structures. 

METHOD OF ANALYSIS 
“Data do not speak for itself, it has to be interpreted” 29 

The various phases of the research process intertwine and the analysis is 
ongoing30. The procedure is going back and forth, the researcher must alter between 
the empirical material and theory31. The inductive approach of the thesis seeks to 
theorise the empirical material32. The themes of the empirical material have set the 
focus on relevant theories. To find these themes are the qualitative method33. Already 
during the interviews have I processed the material and tried to hint forward in order 
to get the informants to develop certain issues further, more in-depth. But, considering 
the material and not knowing what kind of information that the informants would 

                                                 
29 Ibid, p 94 
30 Ibid 
31 Friberg, 1990, p 143 
32 Thurén, 1991, p 23 f 
33 Friberg, 1990, p 143 



 Drivers of Sustainable Rural Development  10/47  
  Anna Haraldson  

  
 

present, it has been important to stay open.34 The interview guide reflects my pre-
knowledge and sets the themes for the interviews. The focus has been set on the 
drivers of engagement of the producers, what is central to them and makes them want 
to do what they do.  
 
After having conducted an interview, whilst typing it, I processed the material and 
wrote down all impressions of the informant and observations from the session. If 
there were any clear themes throughout the interview, or something that the informant 
wanted to talk especially about, I noted it down. After all the interviews were read 
through, I continued to look for themes or things that stood out, everything of 
relevance and importance. There were some aspects that I thought of beforehand that 
would be more interesting to the producers than it actually turned out. The themes 
eventually came about according with the producers’ perception of the issues. I 
analysed the material, looking for everything that I did not expect and what I did 
expect when making the guide. All the possible drivers that had been mentioned were 
written down on a paper and from there I continued to look into themes, finding 
patterns. Some patterns could not be explained by the theories that I had worked on 
before hand, and new theories were taken in along side with the others and some were 
taken out. It was a challenging process. The themes and general patterns that came 
about and put a finger on what the producers wanted to say are presented in the 
analytical chapter. The themes are generalisations of the interviews with the 
producers and an attempt to discuss what is there, what is not and most important: 
what it could be35. I attended a group meeting after all the interviews were done, and 
when I was processing the material. At the time I hade a few common themes in mind 
and the group meeting confirmed the general patterns from the interviews. The 
presentation of the analysis is the best for this format, it focus on the general 
tendencies but also acknowledges differences between the producers, as they are 
individuals and their business separate. 
 
In order to keep the informants’ information confidential no material concerning their 
production in a way that they can be recognised is presented. All the interviews are 
combined and represent the themes. The essence of the answers is what is important, 
and they will be presented as examples of the theme that constitutes the results. 
 
The themes and patterns from the interviews constitute the foundation for the analysis 
of the political documents. How do the documents consider the producers? The 
policies are set for the whole region of Västra Götaland or Sweden and do not go into 
details of specific cases, it sets the structures. The policy documents are read and 
related to the case by reading between the lines, in order to find the structures of 
relevance to the case. There are explicit and implicit themes, that are highlighted in 
various ways through headings, titles etc. A first method is to see whether the themes 
that the producers consider as relevant are recognised as a title, and another way is to 
see where in the text it is discussed. If the themes are discussed at all, how, what is 
emphasised etc.36. The results from the interviews have guided the analysis: 

1. The aim and vision of the policy document.  
                                                 
34 Kvale, 1997, p 184 f 
35 Ibid, p 212 
36 Hellspong; Ledin, 1997, p 121 ff 
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2. What do they consider of enterprisers and entrepreneurs? Rural business? 

How are entrepreneurship, enterprisers and entrepreneurs discussed?  
3. How is development portrayed? Definition of sustainable development? What 

is considered as critical for development? Sustainable development? 
Sustainable rural development?  

The findings will be presented as quotes and analytical parts. 
 
The reliability of the study is quite high and founded on representative selections of 
the informants. As the study is depended on a key informant, to make the selection the 
reliability might be lowered. But as the information provided from the interviews is 
difficult to back up, as the informants are the only possible providers of the 
information, I am dependent on both the key informant as the other informants. The 
interview guide is the key for validity. It is crucial that the questions will direct and 
provide answers to the initial research questions. 37 

3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 This chapter presents central definitions and theories that are suitable 
considering the empirical material and research questions. The fact that the thesis 
discusses the drivers of an economic network leaves out the traditional neoclassical 
theory, as it does not handle it38. Traditionally the development theory has been 
characterised by an exogenous line of thinking where the potential for growth is set 
by the quality, number and combination of production factors (financial capital, 
natural resources and labour). The key to success is to develop and support 
technology and hence increase the productivity.39 But the condition within the model 
and its structures might also be of importance, as being discussed the latest centuries. 
The endogenous factors as knowledge, innovations are vital for the system and 
increased knowledge is considered to increase profit.40 Weber stated that localisation 
of a business is characterised by a matter of costs where the most optimal localisation 
is where the costs of production are the lowest. These explanations have failed to 
explain the more intangible economies or untraded interdependencies, instead have 
socio-cultural factors in which the economy is surrounded by, increased in 
importance41. The theories presented are relevant as the analysis seek to discuss the 
producers’ driving factors as well as various consequences of these. The theories 
discuss various elements of the case, and what might come up, in relation to rural 
development; to authorities; to the producers as business people and entrepreneurs; to 
their way of living etc. A multi-disciplinary approach. 

3.1 Social Capital 
“Within a globalizing, post- Fordist world, where many factors of production are 
increasingly mobile, it is argued that it is these territorially rooted immobile relational assets 
that underwrite the existence of networks, collaborative relations and institutional capacities 

                                                 
37 Thurén, 1991, p 22 
38 Lithander 2003, p 127 
39 Ekstedt, 2003, p 4 
40 Ibid 
41 Evans; Syrett, 2007, p 57. 
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which are of increasing importance in providing competitive advantage” 42  
  

Robert D. Putnam, Making Democracy work – Civic traditions in Modern 
Italy (1993), is focusing on development in the developed world where he studied the 
civil society in Italy. He claims that social capital can constitute the engine of growth 
as a lively civil society where active citizens are the fundament. Putnam conducted 
the study in Italy where he investigated the Italians’ confidence in their institutions, 
hence social factors as trust and values. He found that there was a clear 
correspondence between trust in societal institutions trust and a lively and active civil 
society and later also between this civil society and economic development. A 
society’s social capital, Putnam argues, is not given, but deriving from civic roots and 
the historical context.  
 
He discovered that the positive development in the north is connected to a well 
functioning civil society and hence had a strong social capital whereas the southern 
parts of the country, that had not experienced the same development, were 
characterised by a lacking social capital. Trust, shared values and norms constitutes 
social capital and Putnam considers it as a set of horizontal associations between 
people in a community, which might be positive or negative but it enables 
cooperation and collaboration for a common benefit 43. Trust enables formal as well 
as informal institutions to function, which in turn are valuable and central for 
development. It is easier to cooperate in societies that have built up a strong social 
capital. The history and traditions of a region is, according to Putnam, central to trust 
and consequently development. History, traditions and society strongly affect the 
efficiency of institutions. Civic engagement is fundamental to democracy as well as 
economic development. In areas where the trust for the institutions is strong, it is 
easier to build up an economy for which trust is central. The economy is embedded in 
social structures and affected by the socio-cultural factors as trust, values etc44. Social 
capital smoothens the exchange of information and knowledge, which is central for 
networks. The personal meeting is still important despite new technological 
advantages, 45 as core is considered to be the social relations that exist between 
people. These can look different and vary in intensity as well as formality. The 
capability of handling social relations is thus as important as the actual productivity, 
considering the efficiency. 46  
 
DeFilips (2001) is critical towards Putnam’s way of only describing the positives of 
social capital in relation to economic development and the process of democracy. The 
individual interest is not equivalent with the interest of the group, as there are power 
relations in social capital as in any capital. He also criticises the methodological 
individualism that Fine (2001) continues on and considers Putnam’s research as an 
attempt of taking over the social science with liberal ideas of the civil society, 
democracy and development, as it has been very influential. There is not only the 
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horizontal association, but also a vertical association, characterised by hierarchical 
relations47. 
 
There are three main criticisms amongst those who notice a role for social capital: A 
diverse definition, which makes it vague; applied to examine too many social issues; 
“real problems of measurement due to being definitionally diverse and reliant on 
alternative indicators making it prone to validation problems”. 48  
So what is social capital?  

DEFINING SOCIAL CAPITAL 
“whereas human capital resides in individuals, social capital resides in relationships” 49 

 Social relations and networks are natural sources of social capital, arenas that 
are generating it and needs it. It facilitates coordination for the mutual benefit and the 
links can provide access and opportunities as well as reducing transaction costs and 
decrease uncertainty that enhances economic activities.50 There are two themes that 
can be recognized in the discussion, structural or cognitive, where the former 
accentuates organizations, networks etc., sociological, and the latter emphasizes 
shared trust, values etc., political and represented by Putnam.51 As a capital, social 
capital is different from all others, as it increases the more it is used which is relevant 
and interesting for local economic development. 52 There are also different types, 
levels of social capital. Woolscock (1998) discusses these variations and connect 
them to the concept of economic actions surrounded by types of social relations and 
situations where the social ties are autonomous. These are different on diverse levels. 
This must be contextualized into the various levels and considered from all kinds of 
aspects53. There are different types of social capital. Bonding social capital is linking 
similarity and the potential power of the group or association is bigger than the 
individual. Bridging social capital concerns relations between various groups, and it is 
not as dense as binding social capital within groups. 54 Whereas the former provides a 
kind of social ‘glue’, important for sources of support in ‘getting by’, the latter 
provides a kind of social ‘lubricant’, important for sources of leverage in ‘getting 
ahead’ for both individuals and communities. Bridging social capital is important for 
economic and social development in a long term. Bonding social capital might be 
destructive, according to Olson (1982) as some groups in society may be encouraged 
and certain policies that might impose an unbalanced cost to society. 
  
Social capital is not always positive, “downside social capital” is enhancing amoral 
familism and limits new people coming in, the relation to other outside communities 
etc.55. The balance of intra-community activities and extra-community activities are 
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central, for a positive result. The recipe of bridging and bonding social capital is 
situational and depends on context and time and would also produce different 
outcomes, but they are both needed for sustainable development.56 “Social Capital is 
not a thing, but a process that creates a condition of social capital.” 57It hence is generated 
through the process and the structural and relational aspects are found to be 
dimensions of this. 

3.2 Place attachment and development 
The values and drivers might be space- or place oriented and explained by 

theories that incorporate this perspective. As the area is not beneficial for agriculture 
the specific location that the producers are operating and living might be of another 
importance.  
 
Margareta Rämgård discusses this in her dissertation “The Power of Place – 
Existential Crises and Place Security in the Context of Pregnancy” (2006) where she 
exemplifies the scientific discussion of the meaning of place. To some (Mead, 1934; 
Goffman 1956) the place is the setting of social interaction and to others (Richardsson 
1980) the place is more than a stage for performances, as the place is used also to 
create meaning through specific material in these places. Place might not have an 
identity of its own, but there is a relational concept of place that is interesting. “…it 
shapes a network of social relations where identities are multiple and changing over time”58. 
Social interaction and place is hence connected, as spatial social relations. The debate 
whether social relations are place-bound, or can exist in all forms and from all 
distances is continuing, not least considering new technology that facilitates new 
forms of social interaction. “Whereas the boundaries of local identity naturally align with 
face-to-face familiarity, civilization requires a specific competence of maintaining boundaries 
of abstract sodalities cross-cutting the spheres of regular social interaction.” 59 Others 
(Young) argue that there is no reason for face-to-face interaction to be more genuine 
than other relations. The place as somewhere where the individual is known by others 
and the individual knows, and is important for a deeper sense of belonging. The 
awareness that the place is of importance for others, also for people that are no longer 
around, can provide this feeling. Practicalities as language, body language, knowing 
the area etc, are also important for social life and are examples of material lives in our 
bodies.60 

   
For rural as well as urban areas, place matters, as space and social relations or place 
specific. Place and development is presented in the report, Local Economy for 
Sustainable Development, NUTEK (2004). Bengt Johannission, prof. emer. at Växjö 
University, claims that the place must be considered as an arena where social and 
economical dynamics can cooperate for the gain of the community, region and society 
as a whole. Johannisson follows Schumacher and sees the bonds between 
development, sustainability and localism as he claims that: “it is only the development 
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that is locally anchored that have the possibilities to be sustainable. Initiatives must be taken 
locally and every place must find out their own profile concerning goals, maintenance and 
form of organisation”61. Place can enhance the local economy through establishing a 
place-bound identity. The furniture- region of Lammhult or industry region of Gnosjö 
is examples of place bonded functioning local economies where social capital also has 
been central.62 “The social capital consists of, according to me, trust, identity and 
engagement. These three concepts are internally related and are especially prosperous in 
local landscapes.”63  

3.3 The entrepreneur 
Most of the people that are working in the agro-businesses are entrepreneurs, 

working for themselves without any employees64. Hence is it interesting to look into 
the characteristics of the entrepreneur.  
“They are not special people, but they are alert individuals who are willing to act upon a 
perceived opportunity in a somewhat innovative way.”65 There are two fundamental 
characteristics of successful entrepreneurs as they identify opportunities on the market 
and an ability to mobilise all kinds of capital (human, social, physical and financial) 
to exploit these. The entrepreneur could be a person with special capabilities and 
characteristics. Schumpeter considers the entrepreneur not to be a social class but a 
specific condition and considers entrepreneurship to build the path whereas business 
is to walk on it, the entrepreneurs pave the way.66  
 
Maria Minniti (2006) concludes the research from various disciplines about the 
entrepreneur: Employed people are more likely to start new businesses; no certain 
relation between unemployment and new entrepreneurs; no certain relation between 
higher education and new enterprises either, except for richer countries; more men 
than women are starting new firms. Studies have shown that the feeling of controlling 
one’s actions can determine the outcomes, people tend to appoint to entrepreneurial 
activities.67 The social circumstance is central as meeting and seeing other 
entrepreneurs is motivating new ones but also the societal structures as the macro 
economic environment and institutions. The macro economic environment is central 
as it determines the overall cost of doing business. The cautiousness of the 
entrepreneur depends on the level of risk of the macro economic environment, as the 
businesses are operating within its structures. The institutions are essential as they set 
the rules and influence all actors in society. Institutional stability and transparency are 
fundamental and together with set rules that work over time, they provide favourable 
conditions for entrepreneurship, which reconnects to Putnam’s ideas. Minniti 
concludes by stating the entrepreneurs as agents of change, no matter their size. 68 
Weber stated two kinds of rationality: value-rationality, where the means are as 
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important as the end, and instrumental rationality, where the end is more important 
than the means69. These ideas are of relevance when looking into different kinds of 
businesses and entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs are often value rational as the process is 
as interesting and engaging as the end, the business is an end or a goal in itself. 
Entrepreneurs are dependent on trust, with other entrepreneurs and trust form and 
make their business grow. Trust plays a key role amongst entrepreneurs and the 
people that they are working with, when starting-up new businesses. Trust can 
function as a substitute for formal institutions and can serve as an informal institution, 
and reduce transaction costs.70 Entrepreneurs are hence connected to social capital, 
according to this reasoning.  

3.4 Power and hegemony  
 As the case study is focused on small-scale producers, there might be conflicts 
of power between their interests and other bigger producers or actors. The network, 
Sjuhäradsmat, might be a consequence of this unbalanced relation and strives to 
enhance the advantages for the producers of Sjuhäradsmat. Power is relevant in many 
aspects as the producers are small-scale and facing structures that are set for bigger 
enterprisers. The scale is the same for all business, which makes it trickier for small-
scale businesses to handle food regulations, as an example. Antonio Gramsci presents 
the concept of the hegemony and discusses power relations. The authorities are 
presenting the political structures of the reality in which the network and its producers 
are operating within. All politics relates to power and questions as whether society 
enables the citizens to live the way they want arise.  
 
Power is defined as “the capacity to make formal decisions which are in some way binding 
upon others”, this might take place all over society and all kinds of relations.71 Power 
is, according to Robert Dahl, pluralistic suggesting the existence of many centres of 
power72. But if Dahl was investigating the influence that people have on power, but 
power can also be to set the political agenda but not to interfere with the decision73. 
Schattsschneider sees ”Power, quite simply is the ability to set the political agenda” 74 The 
two perceptions of power both share the idea that the actors in a society share their 
opinions and the concepts treat them as rational actors. But some argue that people, in 
reality, can possess a completely independent mind as we are shaped by our culture. 
“The ideas, opinions, preferences, of all are structured and shaped by social experience, 
through the influence of family, peer groups, school, the work place, the mass media, political 
parties…”. 75 
 
The concept of hegemony is the common ideas that are considered as truths in the 
society. Antonio Gramsci discusses the establishment and conditions of what he 
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called the bourgeois hegemony, which are the dominating ideas in all life spheres76. It 
is this hegemony that allows the spread of the ideas of the dominant groups in society, 
until they become common sense. The cultural institutions of civil society, as 
churches and schools, are forums where these are spread77. The historic bloc, the 
mutual relation between socio-economic relations and political and cultural practises 
jointly strengthens a given order. The interaction is what is essential and they are 
never completely separate.78 Hence must the hegemonic position must be successfully 
confronted in order for political practise to change the society. In order to break the 
hegemony would be, according to Gramsci, “a war of position” where individual 
positions are captured, contrary to the direct anterior attack.79 A counter-hegemonic 
struggle in civil society to weaken the hegemony is needed, letting an alternative 
historic bloc to be creative80.   

3.5 Life-Mode Analysis 
Living on the countryside and being a farmer or working in agro-business 

might also be considered a lifestyle. Thomas Højrup is a Danish ethnologist that has 
written about lifestyles and life-mode analysis. It developed as an effort to explain 
why cultural values did not always standardize with each other as some cultural 
differences remained despite interaction.81 Højrup (2003) discusses the foundations of 
life-mode analysis and says that it is “not a variant of society’s common norms and 
values. Rather it is an independent and self-maintaining praxis which contains its own 
semantics and its own conceptual system” and life-mode analysis seek to offer new 
answers to these structural questions82. People are blinded to other conceptual systems 
due to their own in which they operate. There are hence contradictions in everyday 
life as society consists of several systems at the same time of which the members are 
blind to see the contrasts of. He recognises three different life-modes: the self-
employed/independent, (life-mode 1); the worker/wage earner (life-mode 2); the 
careerist (life-mode 3). 
 
The first category, the self-employed, the independent, considers the business or work 
as a means and an end. A goal of the family enterprise might be to be self-employed, 
as the prime concern is to maintain production. 83 This makes it very different from 
conventional businesses, as there is no mechanism that ensures the optimal level of 
production from a strict financial point of view. 84 There is hence a difference in the 
concept of work as free-time and working time becomes inter-linked, whereas it is 
more strict for wage earners. “Free time has no meaning: you are never free from work, 
because you are never put to work; instead, you put yourself to work, you involve yourself in 
it, because this involvement is the prerequisite for and indeed the essence of being self-
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employed. You are responsible for the operation and success of the family enterprise, and you 
are responsible for its failings.”85 Free time and work is hence related to each other in 
this life-mode where as the work only serves as a function to provide possibilities, 
through an income, to use during the free-time, for the employee. The self-employed 
connect work to life and the employed connects life to the time when he or she is off.  
 
The second category, the worker or wage earner, considers work as a means and free-
time is the end, whereof work does not have a meaning in itself, but one needs an 
income and is hence dependent on it86. “Work entails earning a living, but nothing 
motivates the specific acts of which it consists” 87. This means that the worker needs to 
have a job as well as it needs to be under instructions, the wage is the payment for the 
hours spent but not for the intensity of work88.  
 
The third category, the careerist, is a bit similar to the life-mode 1 category, as it the 
work is both a source of income and an engaging activity. There are no clear 
distinction between ends and means. But they can relate to life-mode 2 workers as 
they are in the same business and often have had the same positions earlier (student 
jobs or equivalent).89 “This contrast gives rise to a dichotomy, by which they invest their 
own work with a connotation of involvement and commitment in contrast with the routine 
work which they remember. This distinction is conceived as deriving from the character of the 
work”90. The work is an activity in which the career-professional can commit himself 
and also develop from and within and he strives up within the organisation as well as 
within others and better positions. Just as in life-mode 1 independence is valued 
highly, but the career-professional does not want the routine work that might come 
with starting up a business from the beginning. It does not seem rational. Instead they 
work their way up and prefer to possess a position that provides the creative 
possibility as well as controlling others. 91 

3.6 Conclusions 
The theories presented are relating to: social capital, place and local economy, 

entrepreneur, hegemony, life modes. They constitute the multi-disciplinary analytical 
framework of the thesis. 

4 “EN LEVANDE LANDSBYGD” 
 This is the phrasing of a Swedish nation wide campaign, by the peoples’ 
council and means roughly in English, a living countryside.92 This chapter attempts to 
paint the background for the analysis. It will describe the area more specifically, 
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describe the political context briefly, discuss definitions of relevance and introduce 
the case Sjuhäradsmat. 
 

       
 
Figure 1, Map of Europe              Figure 2, Map of Sweden  
http://www.map-of-europe.us/europe-map.gif  http://www.norden.org/images/kort/sverige.jpg 
retrieved (2007-05-19)     retrieved, (2007-05-19) 
Copyright © 2005-2006 Map Europe • us   Copyright Kort & Matrikelstyrelsen, Danmark 
 
 

              
Figure 3, Sjuhäradsbygden, with the seven municipalities.  Figure 4, Field outside of Grimsås, 
http://www.sjuharad.com/Page.asp?PageId=29&Section=5  Sjuhäradsbygden  
retrieved (2007-05-19)      Photo: Anna Haraldson 
Copyright © 2004 - 2007 Sjuhärads kommunalförbund 
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4.1 The location – Sjuhärad 
The Swedish author and noble prize winner in literature, Selma Lagerlöf, 

describes Sjuhäradsbygden in The Wonderful adventures of Nils Holgersson (first 
published 1906) as follows: 
 
“Well, but down in the south of Västergötland, there no human can make a living? Said the 
giant. – Have you been with and shape that land as well? Asked the västgöte.93 – Oh no, not 
there in particular, but I remember when us giant children were looking after our herds down 
there we built ourselves such an amount of stone cottages and made the ground miserable 
with all the rock that we threw towards each other, and I think that it should be difficult to 
cleanse up acres for farming in those areas. – Yes, it is true, that it does not provide enough 
with farming down there, the västgöte said, but there the people have settled with cloth and 
crafts, and I believe, that it shows more cleverness to be able to get an income in such a poor 
area than taking part of ruing it.” 

           Freely from Selma Lagerlöf’s Nils Holgerssons underbara resa genom 
Sverige, 1981:573 f 

 
The description of area of Sjuhärad presents a picture of an area less favoured for 
agriculture as well as the alternative sources of income. Sjuhäradsbygden 
encompasses seven municipalities. The food production capabilities have been limited 
in the area in comparison to the bordering regions of Halland, Jönköping and also 
other areas in Västra Götaland. The poor conditions for agriculture in combination 
with bad harvests led to mass starvation during the 19th century and a mass migration 
where people migrated to the US in hope for a better life.94 The difficulty to grow and 
produce food has forced people to have several sources of income in order to survive, 
whereof textiles is the most dominating in Sjuhäradsbygden95. The local conditions 
have “driven” people to collaboration in order to overcome the common obstacles, 
which have in turn shaped a way life considering the conditions, to keep an open-
mind. Sjuhäradsbygden is an example of industrial agglomeration in Sweden 
considering the cloth production and is still the home region to many of the bigger 
cloth and fabric producers, despite resettling of production in low-income countries96.  

4.2 Political context 
 There are mainly three political actors of relevance on the macro level. The 
region of Västra Götaland has got the legitimised authority of implementing the 
national policies for regional development. Hence is regional development of 
significance. The second actor is Swedish National Rural Development Agency and its 
national program for rural areas. The program takes the third actor’s (European 
Union) policies into consideration and is funded upon the expectations of these. The 
rural and regional programs are based on the development in relevant sectors in the 
EU, even though they are set in a national context. Sweden entered the European 
Union (EU) in 1995 and it has had an enormous impact on Swedish agriculture and 
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hence, the rural areas. The Swedish agriculture was now competing with all of the 
farmers within the European Union. Earlier had the government together with the 
Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF) set the prices for the agricultural products 
aiming at enhancing the income development as other groups in society. The 
transformation of the agricultural sector in the EU is today a fact. The structural fund 
and the Common Agricultural Policy, (CAP) have central roles transforming the 
economies in the rural areas. The goal of CAP is to: (1) Increase the productivity in 
agriculture, (2) Ensure a good living standard for the people that work with 
agriculture, (3) Stabilise the market, (4) Ensure income possibilities, (5) Guarantee a 
good access of products to decent prices for the consumers.97. The policy is similar to 
the Swedish policy until the 1990s, but was reformed due to negative environmental 
impacts as well as an inefficient method of support for regional balance and was 
reformed but later regulated again when Sweden entered the EU98. There is a 
difference between the two still, as the Swedish agricultural policy has an 
environmental goal, which the CAP lacks. The membership has given more financial 
support to the Swedish farmers than if Sweden would not have entered. 99 The reform 
from 2003 is seeks to decrease the negative impacts of agricultural production as the 
farmers are paid for maintaining land, without producing anything, in a “good 
agricultural and environmental condition”100. The agriculture policy must be seen in its 
historical context to be fully understood. It is a part of the core of the European Union 
and has been important considering the violent history of the continent, and the 
situation in Europe during the 1950’s, which has to be kept in mind.101Development 
research during those years also considered agricultural surplus as a prerequisite for 
industrial development102. The reforming process towards a better agriculture from an 
environmental point of view was initiated in 1992 when EU members implemented 
agri-environmental programs103. The reform was costly and did not have any notable 
effects on the environment. The latest reform in 2003 will not be fully implemented 
until 2008, but seeks to diversify the income in the rural areas and convert the 
European agriculture into a more self-bearing system.104The CAP and other policies 
that might be of relevance, set the focus for the national regional and rural programs 
that in turn work translates the focus into a Swedish context and enhances what they 
find suitable.  

REGIONAL & RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
“Every part of the country should contribute towards Sweden’s growth and sustainable 

development.”105 
 Regional development per se is difficult to define, but it is a goal set for the 
various regions to enhance development on the regional basis, regional politics. It is 
often referred to, in Sweden, when discussing the diminishing population and people 
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moving from rural areas to urban areas106. But the term is not only relevant discussing 
population patterns as an indicator of regional development, other possibilities 
concerning the development of occupation. The development of the region is most 
often measured in GDP per capita, or RDP (Regional Domestic Product) as it is 
considered to incorporate several aspects of regional development107. The regional 
policies in Sweden have gone from a support instrument for “weaker” areas to a 
development and economic growth policy for the whole country108. 
 
The influence on regional policies from the EU is observable. The structural fund is 
the tool of the cohesion policy of the European Union, which is in turn is setting the 
target for the Swedish regional policies: “The aim during the coming period of 2007–2013 
is to create competitiveness and employment by safeguarding existing conditions throughout 
the whole of the EU and by creating opportunities for all regions to contribute towards 
European competitiveness.”109  
 
The regional authorities, policies founded on the national policies and directions on 
the matter, constitute the regional development policies that lay ground for regional 
development in Sweden. The fundamental idea is to create dynamic and self-bearing 
regions. The regional policies seek to have a more local profile and recognises the 
importance of incorporating the knowledge and engagement of the actors that are 
affected by the policies. The regions and municipalities are set to shape the policy to 
suit their unique potential for development. The national regional policy sets the focus 
on what to develop and thought of how, but the instruments shall be worked out on a 
regional and local level.110  The Swedish government is prioritizing the following 
areas for national competitiveness, entrepreneurship and employment 2007–2013: 
Innovation and renewal, Skills supply and improved workforce supply, Accessibility 
and Strategic cross-border cooperation.111 
 
The rural policies are today more intertwined with the regional political goals and the 
policies are thus closely connected112. The rural policies focus is set on the 
countryside and recognises the varying conditions in the country and enhances the 
rural area’s diversity as a potential and important aspect to take into consideration. 
The Swedish Rural Development Agency is under the Ministry of Enterprise, Energy 
and Communication that is also responsible for the regional policies.  
 
There are several figures about the proportion of the population living in rural areas as 
the definitions vary concerning rural. According to the governmental institution, 
Swedish National Rural Development Agency, is 24 percent (2005) of the Swedish 
population living in the rural areas, which means people living outside of 
communities with more than 3000 inhabitants. The percentage of people living in 
sparsely habited areas, people with more than 45 minutes by car to closest 
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community of more than 3000 inhabitants, is 2 percent. 113The OECD definition is 
based on the proportion of the population that lives in areas with a population density 
that is less than 150 inhabitants per km2, which means that 70 percent of the Swedish 
population lives in rural areas except for Skåne and Stockholm.114 The business in 
rural areas is dominated by considerably by small businesses where the owner and 
worker are one and the same. Small-scale business characterises most of these 
areas.115 The highest number of businesses where the person working and owning the 
enterprise is one and the same (livelihood businesses), is in the agricultural sector116. 
The rural policies have become continuation of the regional policies, and strategically 
work with weaker areas to enhance the policy for the whole country. The policies for 
the countryside have shifted focus from having a primarily social aspect,  

SWEDEN AND LEADER+ 
One of the EU projects that are operating right now and which are partly 

financed with money from the structural fund is the Leader project or projects. The 
Leader+117 project is the follower of Leader I and Leader II, whereby the first started 
before Sweden entered the European Union and the second lasted from 1995-1999. 
The overall goals with the last project has been; to improve the conditions for a strong 
economy in the area which will enhance employment; to increase the natural and 
cultural values; to improve the organisational possibilities in the society; and goals 
concerning employment, youth participation, equality, integration and environment.118 
The work is led by Local Action Groups (LAG-teams) that incorporate 
representatives from the private, non-profit and public sector that together provides a 
plan for the area. The financial part is solved through a pot of money from various 
actors, national co-financing, and money from the EU and from people/private 
organisations. The private contributions are from mostly non-profit work and in order 
to incorporate it, as an asset it is calculated as money through a model.  The group 
decides itself what project to finance with what money. Swedish National Rural 
Development Agency has the administrative function and The Ministry of 
Agriculture, Food and Fisheries is the disbursing authority.119 What has been mainly 
important and what differs Leader+ from other development projects, is that it is 
locally anchored and the people that make the plan for the area are from the area. The 
Leader projects are also operating between regions and emphasise cooperation and 
collaboration on all levels.120  

 
Sjuhäradsbygden has been one of the LAG areas where “Life quality” has been the 
theme of the leader+ projects as they seek to “improve the quality of life through 

                                                 
113 Swedish National Rural Development Agency, 2005 
114 Landsbygdsprogrammet, p 11 
115 Ibid, p 15 
116 Region Västra Götaland, 2006, Vem är företagare i Västra Götaland?, p 6f 
117 Liaisons Entre Actions de Développement de I !Economie Rurale 
118 Landsbygdsprogrammet, p 54 
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capturing and developing the local natural and cultural heritage in Sjuhärad”121. The goal 
of the project was to find the common interest that unites people and build up a 
conscience that will automatically lead to an increased quality of life122.  

   
The structural change of the rural areas has considering the last centuries been 
overwhelming as the agriculture has dramatically diminished in importance as an 
employer and the industry has instead taken over that role. The present regional 
policy, Landsbygdsprogrammet 2007 – 2013 states “the conditions for business are 
radically different in different parts of the country”123. The program is in alliance with the 
rural development policy for the whole of the European Union and needs the 
Commission’s approval to be fully implemented, but it has been up and running since 
January 2007. The subsidy system will not be in force until the Commission’s 
decision. The focus of the program is to reach the environmental goals and hence is 
more environmentally friendly agricultural practises as organic food production and 
local production considered as central and provides a future higher value to the rural 
areas. There is also an emphasis on enterprising and entrepreneurship. The program is 
set for seven years and its frames are set for the European Union as a whole. 124The 
prognosis for the Swedish agriculture in general is a bit gloomy as it is not as 
prepared as other countries are for the new development, due to climate and natural 
conditions.125 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
 The Swedish government incorporates Sustainable Development into the 
regional development policies and strives for Sustainable Regional Development. The 
concept incorporates three acknowledged dimensions, environmental, economical and 
social, and strives for win-win solutions where all aspects should be considered126.  
 
There is a fourth dimension, institutional or political sustainability, but it is not 
incorporated in the Swedish national policy. The policy is in line with the ideas of 
Ecological Modernisation, where capitalism is made environmentally friendly by 
reforming the existing economical, social and political institutions127. The regional 
programme from Västra Götaland interprets the sustainability concept as follows: 
“A Sustainable society should provide the needs of today without jeopardize the needs of 
future generations. All decisions should be formed in a way that considers economical, 
environmental and social consequences in a longer time span”128.  
 
The focus of regional development is hence business and to enhance growth, and 
seeks to reform the present system in order to achieve a sustainable development. But 

                                                 
121 ”Förbättrande av livskvalitet genom att tillvarata och utveckla det lokala natur- 
och kulturarvet i Sjuhärad”, Leaderplanen,   
122 Leaderplanen 
123 Landsbygdsprogrammet, p 15 
124 Ibid, p 57 ff 
125 Ibid, p 33 
126 Carter, 2001, 195 f 
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128 Vision Västra Götaland, p 3 
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the value-based concept of sustainable development is central and the region is 
working with the concept integrating in all issues: 
 
“All work is built on Sustainable Development and the region was one of the first in the 
country to work with it that way. Besides the environmental aspect we have worked with the 
economical and social sustainability through growth strategies. Sustainable Development 
permeates the strategy documents. One can discuss what else can be done, but it permeates 
the strategies we have. The politicians are careful to analyse the affecting aspects.” 129 
 
The regional development policy for Västra Götaland is set to establish Sustainable 
Regional Development. This is done by creating sustainable growth through a focus 
on policies that will enhance the creation of new businesses. 130  

4.6 Sjuhäradsmat 
The project that was initiated by Hushållningssällskapet in 1997, had been an 

idea since the mid 90’s. As a Leader + project the most part of it was funded by the 
EU, Hushållningssällskapet, the region of Västra Götaland and the Federation of 
Swedish Farmers (LRF). After the project was accepted, a project leader was installed 
and set to find all possible local food producers in the area. The project was hence not 
initiated from below.  Some of the producers had already been part of similar smaller 
projects for enhancing the local food production, or at least to get them noticed by 
consumers.131 The project leader was set to enhance the production and to help the 
producers with whatever they needed and whatever he could provide them with. As 
most of the producers liked to produce but did not know how to reach the market, the 
focus was set there, to market the products or to professionalise the sales. It was 
important to help the producers to see the potential in their own production. When the 
project ended in 2006 did Sjuhäradsmat become an economic network and has today 
approximately 40 members.132  
 
The project incorporates many of the aspects that the plan for leader+ in Sjuhärad 
considers, as it discusses local food production, entrepreneurship, green jobs, cultural 
and natural values, cooperation and network. The later is interesting as cooperative 
forces have been important to the area throughout history and is also emphasized in 
the national program.133 The Leader+ project ended in 2006 and Sjuhäradsmat 
became an economic network, administered by a board that the members have 
elected. The network and its members are spread out all over Sjuhärad, and 
incorporate established producers as well as new ones. The original idea of 
Sjuhäradsmat was “to provide locally produced food to the local market”, but the capacity 
of the producers could not meet the market needs for all products. At least not right 
away. As the production is yet limited it is important to get the right consumers that 
see the value of their work and are willing to pay for their products. 134  
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The member composition mixed men and women, bigger and smaller producers. The 
project incorporates approximately 40 producers with a variety of production: berries 
(jam, marmalade, lemonade), bread, cereal production, cheese (goat, cow), eggs, 
fruits, honey products (honey, bee wax), meat production (pig, lamb, beef, turkey, 
wild boar, raw deer, deer), pastries, spices, spring water, vegetables (cabbage, carrots, 
maize, onions, potatoes, etc) represents some of the production. 135 The composition 
of people is mixed, as the education levels are very different: some have university 
degrees and others do not. Some of the producers are brought up and born in the area, 
whereas others have moved in and established themselves during adulthood. The rural 
as well as the regional program enhances the importance of a positive migration and 
especially people with higher education are considered as important for the economy. 
They tend to start up businesses more than others and their knowledge can be used in 
existing businesses136. The demand for the products has increased since the start, and 
the network has become more recognised and established. Four of the producers are 
full-time producers under a label of their own and the others use the network to get in 
contact with new consumers, help with logistics and business issues etc. That is also 
the idea with the network, to facilitate the production of local food by assisting small-
scale farmers through a network. 137  
 
Sjuhäradsmat and its producers might have a future competitive advantage as they are 
already working with a local market and as small-scale producers. They are becoming 
established in the area. This is recognised by people that are working with distribution 
and engaged in organisations as Slow Food consider local food production as a 
growing trend that can only be stopped by a worsening economy. The interest is 
increasing with an augmenting number of consumers. 138  
 

4.6 Conclusions 
 The European Union and the CAP define the political context that surrounds 
Sjuhäradsmat and its producers. It sets the directive for the national and hence 
regional programs for rural as well as regional development. The members of 
Sjuhäradsmat are not all organic producers, but they are local food producers aiming 
at a local market and their products have a higher value, as the production process is 
quality oriented. The unfavourable soils cannot provide an agricultural production as 
other regions can, but there is still a high percentage that operates within the agro-
sector in Västra Götaland. The producers of Sjuhäradsmat are incorporating the 
solutions that the LAG-group for Leader+ defined and are hence, according to this 
definition important for sustainable development. The background is painted and the 
next chapter will go deeper into the micro level and also into the macro level in order 
to relate the two in final conclusions. 
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5 THE GRASSROOTS OF SJUHÄRADSMAT  
 

The analysis is presented through two perspectives, the informants on the 
micro level (first part), which have emerged from the interviews, and the authorities 
on the macro level (second part), materialized by reports, programs and interviews. 
The project started from my pre-understanding that incorporated; their backgrounds 
and relation to the area, values, background to production and Sjuhäradsmat, drivers, 
role of consumers, distributors, region, the European Union and other organisations 
that they considered as relevant. During the interviews with the producers, another 
picture emerged, not entirely different but enough to change the themes for the 
chapter. The producers in Sjuhäradsmat are different in many aspects: age, type of 
product, background, some are organic farmers others conventional, groups of people 
or self-employed etc. These differences are important to keep in mind as the analysis 
focus on the general tendencies that were derived from the interviews. The themes 
were so obvious that they constitute the analysis. The aim of this chapter is to present 
these and discuss the whether, as well as how, the macro level is corresponding.  

5.1 The producers in Sjuhäradsmat  
SELF-EMPLOYED 

The adjectives that the producers use for describing themselves are interesting 
as they correlate with the traditional characteristics of the entrepreneur: stubborn, 
durable, engaged and persistent. This is also generated through their behaviour; they 
are curious and knowledge seeking. All of the producers do not use the word 
entrepreneur, some are more considerate and see themselves as cultivators or food 
producers rather than entrepreneurs. Despite what they prefer to consider themselves 
as, the characteristics of the entrepreneur as a go-getter can be applied to all. They get 
things done and engagement is central: 
 
“Engagement is important, to have give and take. Have never believed in being a layabout, 
that is perhaps the entrepreneurial spirit.”139 
 

Their engagement, professional knowledge and personal interest are 
contributing to the higher value of the products, a higher quality. It is evident when 
they talk about their products, as they really want to contribute with something. Food 
is not just something one produces; it is a line of thoughts behind the product. The 
personal interest is also a form of a driver: 
 
“Drivers are my engagement and my interest, there is a tremendous load of work. Because 
things are happening all the time, one needs to be a bit of that nature, to feel that it is fun, 
otherwise one will not keep up”140 
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A lifestyle that generates life quality  
The farmer and entrepreneur is a lifestyle where work and free-time are 

intertwined141. Having the business right at the farm, in the kitchen or next to the 
house, as most the producers have, makes also the physical distance smallest possible. 
The families have a natural part of the lifestyle and as the free-time and work are 
intertwined, so is the family life. The businesses are based within the family where 
many of them are involved142. Many of them have rebuilt and restored their farms and 
homes for having a production. The way that they describe and talk about their 
business whilst showing the production locale, says a lot. The enthusiasm and energy 
is transmitted to me, as they show and talk about their business. The family-life is a 
natural part of their business as it is a motivation for the kind of business they have. 
How this relation looks like, between family and business, considering what comes 
first or to what extent the family means for the business or the will to find a source of 
income in the area.  

 
The goal of being self-employed is present; the business is a means and an end. Ideas 
and visions are realised. It is not about making the most money, even if an increased 
income is appreciated, but to be able to live of their business. The entrepreneurs are 
realising their visions and bring ideas to life, and they want to continue. This is 
evident in the physical investments that they have done as well as the amount of time 
that they have put into it. There is a driver of seeing the immediate effect of ones 
work, to be able to control the outcome: 
 
“Sometimes one asks oneself what one is doing when the workload is heavy of hard work. But 
one is in charge of one’s own work and one’s own life. Can choose to develop or contract, it 
is like…a need to control perhaps… To let the children to grow up on the countryside. Work 
and private life in a huge mess, difficult to distinguish one thing from the other. Everything is 
connected.”143 
 

The choice of lifestyle is most important and the business makes the lifestyle 
possible. But it is also a means to make ends meet. Scholten (2003) discusses this as 
an important aspect, especially considering women’s enterprisers on the countryside 
and argues that enterprising “is one of many ways to make a living, a way to get by…”144. 
The lifestyle is chosen, but the business is a means to manage. For some of the 
producers is the business secondary and the lifestyle primary, a means to provide for 
the family that incorporates loads of hard work. But the way of life is also providing 
other areas of their lives with energy as they find their business to be consuming 
energy but also generating energy. They choose themselves where to lay their energy. 
To be selective is central: 
 
“I have a lot of things to do. My time is very limited and so… I like politics, our enterprise 
and I have a big family with children and grandchildren and a lot of people. All those things 
are what I find fun, but not a job between 8-17… It is a [lisa för själen] for the soul.145  
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The business and lifestyle generates life quality, it provides the possibility to 

work with what they want and to occupy themselves with what they choose. It 
provides the opportunity to be around the family in another sense than other jobs. 
Values are incorporated with the choice of business and to be self-employed offers a 
flexibility to integrate other values. It is a form of value-rationality146:  
 
“My experience and it is the same when talking with the others in Sjuhäradsmat, is that this 
gives so much life quality to life. It lifts the life quality. The life quality of the whole life, also 
the other work’s quality to have this as well.”147 

SOCIAL RELATIONS, SPACE & SOCIAL CAPITAL 
The area in which the producers live, not the entire area of Sjuhärad, is 

important in one-way or another to all of them, but rather as spaces where social 
relations are central148. The area is almost covered in forest and stone, there is a lot of 
work also as the vegetation zone is comparable to the north of Sweden as it is situated 
partly on the highlands of Småland. Throughout history the areas of cultivated lands 
have been removed from stone. The climate has been challenging. And to some, the 
area has become their possibility to live the dream of growing or producing food, due 
to lower prices and access to land. The area has provided the possibility to have the 
lifestyle they want. The lifestyle of the independent or self-employed is spread in the 
area, which is generated back to the producers. The place identity and social relations 
are central for the local economy149. One argues:  

 
“The region of Sjuhärad is a bit spick and span, working people that are not used to having 
things served. One has not the best opportunities to grow. One does it oneself, sort of. There 
are many talented entrepreneurs that might not have finished secondary school, but who has 
an enormous knowledge. Endurance and energy is characterising people. People are nice 
and curious.“ 150  
 
Security 

The social relations are essential to all and important in all aspects. The social 
relations are elemental, as citizens, as entrepreneurs, as parents, members of 
organisations, family members, landowners, politicians etc. As the individuals are 
different, they also do different things and to various extents, but the relations outside 
their own business are basic to all. The social relations generate security to some of 
the informants, which makes spatial relations central to most. But the place in itself, 
or the knowledge of the place, is also mentioned as a form of security: 
 
“…To have a lot of knowledge, to know a lot about a person, situation or a place, makes one 
feel a lot more safe. And know what other people think of me.”151  
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The family is also considered as a form of security, something to rely on, and 
something solid. To be surrounded by people that you trust and that provides a feeling 
of community. Another argues: 
 
“…living in a small town or village you often have a big spirit of community [gemenskap] 
with other people that live in the village. Personal friendships, I think, occur in a bigger 
extent than in cities.”152   

 
The farmers are hence independent but reliant of the social relations that 

surround them which is something they recognise. This connects the producers: men 
and women, meat producers and goat farmers, people born in the area and people that 
have moved to the area etc. The social relations have many aspects and another one is 
found in Sjuhäradsmat that bonds them all. Sjuhäradsmat is an identity for the 
producers where social capital and the place, Sjuhäradsbygden, are combined. People 
need others to acquire social capital and the place can enhance its organisation153. 
There is a financial aspect of social capital as well. Johannisson states that the social 
capital and knowledge are more important for these kind of entrepreneurs, as the 
financial capital is not as accessible154. Financial vulnerability increases the 
dependence of social capital and social relations. Social capital reduces costs155. 
 
Collaboration and support 

The meetings with other people that have an understanding of what the 
producers do or are entailed in an equivalent network of production are important. It 
motivates people and experience and information is exchanged even though the only 
common nominator is them as producers, not the type of production per se. They are 
interested in the other members’ production, but they do not have to be alike in order 
to have an exchange of experiences and knowledge. Engagement comes through 
participation, and the members that need Sjuhäradsmat and see the benefits most 
clearly, are also the most engaged. There are both formal and informal meetings in 
Sjuhäradsmat; to where the members are invited and where study visits on member’s 
farms are done. It is considered as important to strengthen the network through 
knowing each other better, as it bonds the producers:  
 
“We have to find our role in Sjuhäradsmat. What can we do together? One has to feel [känna 
in] each other and get to know each other. And we have had too little of that to really feel it… 
But to exploit it and to get more people engaged through it would lift Sjuhäradsmat and make 
it stronger, stronger brand, but also to make us stronger as a force in the region or 
considering rural development.”156 
 

Support is important and Sjuhäradsmat is not the only arena for this. Most of 
the producers are engaged in many organisations. To many the information about 
their kind of production has been very limited and many of the producers have started 
up networks and organisations to create these arenas for mutual support. The various 
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organisations and networks are complementing each other and provide different 
support, information and knowledge. These arenas have played a central role, as other 
organisations, macro actors, have been more distant to their ideas. Sjuhäradsmat is 
built on a bonding social capital, as it is inter-relational between the members. Trust, 
common values and mutual care are funding values and constitute the foundations in a 
heterarchical structure157, what Putnam would consider a horizontal association. As 
there are bigger enterprisers amongst the small-scale producers in Sjuhäradsmat, is it 
a potential unbalanced power relation between the members. But the bigger 
enterprisers do not need the network in the same way that the smaller does, as they are 
already established and have other financial resources. The active members recognise 
the need of the network and participate, whereas others who are not dependent or do 
not see the need, do not, or do so to a different extent. One can assume though that 
there are power relations within the network, as in most social relations. Sjuhäradsmat 
provide security, through social capital, for the producers of which most are self-
employed, by discussing new ideas, or listening to others and the social part of 
collaboration. The social capital is a renewable asset, and is generated through 
utilization158. 
 
 There are several producers that are politically active and consider it important 
to strive for policies that enhance alternative development in the rural areas on the 
local level. The engagement in politics comes naturally, to those who are, as they seek 
a change both with their business and politics. It is just different methods. The local 
economic aspect, as Johannisson discusses, where local initiatives are encouraged and 
taken care of is general. They are hence challenging the traditional economy through 
themselves as entrepreneurs and their political engagement159. To influence the setting 
of the political agenda is hence important160. They seek, on an individual basis, to 
promote new ideas as the local economy. The social capital of Sjuhäradsmat is not 
downside however; as it is inclusive and is not an isolated group lobbying for their 
own interest. The social capital is bridging on the producer level as they are extra-
relational and promote cooperation. It is also bridging in the sense that the producers 
are active and engaged in many dimensions of society: politics, civil society etc. An 
including social capital is what is most valuable to society161, as new producers can 
benefit from already existing networks and organisations. A mix of bridging and 
bonding social capital, are needed for sustainable development162.  
The openness is central to all the producers, to inform about their business and their 
ideas to consumers, distributors and society in general. There is a link from their own 
business and openness and incentives for other people, to get more people engaged, 
which is important in order to provide the growing market with their products. The 
various producers: cheese, meat, flour, vegetables, potatoes, marmalades, eggs etc, 
can all provide experience and would like to stimulate others, in their roles as 
producers and engaged citizens. Social capital increases the more it is used, which is 
evident for the producers. It is enjoyable as well as professionally necessary.  
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The new organisations have provided support and played a role where other 

more established have failed. The producers experience the relation with some of the 
macro actors (some NGO’s, authorities etc) as an un-balanced power relation. The 
producers need an arena, Sjuhäradsmat or equivalent, to become more equal and state 
that they are of importance and want to be taken seriously as professional producers:  
 
“It is important to build networks that becomes channels for experience, knowledge and 
equipment. Everything possible…It has been an important forum, one needs support in all 
forms. It has been important to be extrovert and have wanted to be seen for real. I call them 
the LRF-people [The federation of Swedish farmers] and they have not taken us seriously. We 
are not competitors to the big ones, but more of a compliment. Not competitors. ”163 
 
Personal links 

Meetings with other producers, customers, distributors and other people in 
general are functioning as drivers as they get immediate response of their products. 
Interested consumers and distributors that respond to the products and that are 
satisfied are drivers to many of the producers. Well informed and interested 
distributors that know the producer are therefore also very valuable.  

 
“The mutual dialogue, they shall be able to transmit the higher value of our product, to talk 
about it and why we do it the way we do… What we are doing is seasonal, we cannot sell the 
same products all year around and the people we sell to must be able to explain this to their 
clients… The physical meeting is important”164  

 
The producers want to increase the knowledge and the understanding of the 

production process and the products, and this is also a driving factor. Many of the 
producers are selling their products directly on their farms, where they seek the 
opportunity to give the consumers the whole picture of their business. The producers 
are generating their knowledge and social capital as individuals as well. It is an arena 
where they can meet their clientele on their own conditions, as well, and they are 
selling the place with the products. An identity anchored in the local area165. 
Sjuhäradsmat’s brand, the “7”, incorporates the area as well as the producers and the 
products. This is transmitted through meetings with the customers and the people that 
they meet on markets and at their farms and offers a more balanced power relation. 
They can argue for their lifestyle and products by being open to others, and they do. 
The physical meeting facilitates the communication. The direct connections with 
customers, wherever they might be, is providing the possibility to increase knowledge 
amongst other people and to have a mutual dialogue to know what the consumers 
want and what they are interested in etc. There is also curiosity amid people:  

 
“My experience is that there are more and more people that want to buy directly, to get some 
history, perhaps to see how it works” 166 
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SUSTAINABLE RURAL DEVELOPMENT  
Rural development and sustainable development are naturally related to the 

producers; a sustainable rural development is a precondition for living in rural areas.  
 
“To me it belongs together, because a Sustainable Development is a development that is 
constant over a long period of time… The sustainable development entails that it functions 
also on the local arena. And this also incorporates the countryside. To me is a sustainable 
development to produce as much as possible of the local, of what is actually needed…It 
should be created locally and used locally, which is also close to our business idea.“167  
 

 Consistency through life, that the life is characterised by the same line of 
thought in all aspects is important to many of the producers. To some it is the thought 
of local development of the specific area, to others it is the thought of sustainable 
development and some also think of it as the rural development in focus. But they all 
consider the local production and the local market as central and their businesses are 
in line with the various concepts. Some of the producers’ perspective of sustainable 
development resembles that of ecologism168. They problemize the present 
consumption patterns and the capitalistic system, reflect over their own responsibility 
towards future generations and inter-generations and emphasise the small-scale 
production. This is not the general ideas or a general tendency but too evident and 
important to mention as the consequences later will be discussed. What is also 
noticeable is that they use the same words to describe sustainable development as they 
use to describe themselves:   
 
“Durability, long-term perspective. Often only a year at the time is considered… sees only 
details. Important to seek an overarching perspective…One has to go back in order to see the 
bigger perspective. It is difficult to understand the home arena, but it is more difficult to 
understand the world. But one must try.”169 
 

The producers integrate the various dimensions of the concept and seek to 
influence others to engage themselves for the future of the area. There is also an 
emphasis on the long-term perspective, as many consider themselves as “carers” of 
land and future generations in general but also this land and future generations within 
the family in particular. They perceive their own responsibility to develop, preserve 
and continue the business for future generations.  
 
Sjuhäradsmat as a platform 

The connection to sustainable rural development and local food production is 
evident and Sjuhäradsmat enables this. It is central for the producers to operate where 
one is, and sustainable rural development provides new possibilities, new 
opportunities to live and earn an income on the countryside.  
 
“Provide the possibility to earn a living on the countryside. Some go for the big and others 
for the small, but it is all as important. Belief in the future is important. Mistrust is contagious 
and to dare is important. To provide the possibility for people, to live and make a living on 
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the countryside. We are small businesses and can operate on the countryside. Little means 
can make big. We actually do want to produce something and live here” 170 
 

Entrepreneurs in general are central for sustainable rural development, 
according to the producers, and especially agrarian-based businesses. The producers 
have, as self-employed and as food producers, a direct interest for preserving the 
natural resources, as it is the basis of their livelihood. Thus the status of entrepreneurs 
must increase and in particular what they do, according to themselves. There is an 
enormous knowledge that is spoilt. People in rural areas are engaged and active and 
should be considered as assets:  

 
“..when one gets the support and the aid one needs, in order to be able to utilize the 
resources of the countryside and the creative force. There is an incredible amount of 
knowledgeable people.”171 

OUTSIDE THE OFFICIAL PARADIGM  
The producers do not consider themselves as part of the official paradigm of 

development; their reality is not incorporated. Instead they consider themselves as 
fighting for an alternative development, and promote their way of living, their 
business and engagement as possibilities for the countryside. Human agents are 
needed in order to influence the society172. They feel underestimated as assets and for 
sustainable rural development. Their business and lifestyles make it feasible to 
demonstrate the possibilities of their way of living and their entrepreneurship. They 
seek to emphasise a local economy where all entrepreneurs are recognised and where 
engagement is enhanced. Gramsci stated that people could make their own history and 
establish a social will to change society173. The producers are emphasising this aspect 
in their role as entrepreneurs and active citizens. They are struggling to break the 
traditional picture of rural development. They set themselves as examples.   
 
“We are a bit like that, us here around being in the front line in finding alternative 
developments on the countryside and try to engage as much as we can. By starting up 
ourselves, I think we contribute quite a lot. It is more and more rewarded. Amongst civil 
citizens, the appreciation is bigger, it is not yet the same thing with authorities.”174   
 

That they see themselves as taking the front for an alternative development 
raising questions about if they are, in what way and if Sjuhäradsmat is reproducing 
this picture. Johannisson would say that they are. Sjuhäradsmat constitutes a platform 
for their business and as it reproduces the place identity of Sjuhärad, it is also 
reproducing the picture of local development and the producers as frontiers. New 
members are an indicator of an increased interest in Sjuhäradsmat, and the network is 
expanding. The platform is more established for these alternative ideas and motivates 
others to participate. Whether the “new” producers are new to Sjuhäradsmat or have 
started up their business recently, is more difficult to distinguish. Their engagement 
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might generate commitment amid other people, producers or not. They put themselves 
in relation to society and consider it central to be engaged and to present possibilities, 
to focus on the future. Applying the thoughts of Gramsci is Sjuhäradsmat an arena 
within the civil society that is generating an alternative idea of the rural areas and the 
producers. A counter-hegemonic struggle within the civil society is needed175 and is 
taking place on the micro level, in Sjuhäradsmat. The producers are by being 
successful, but also through their very existence, undermining the prevailing 
hegemony.  
 

The producers do not only react toward the common picture of the 
entrepreneur, but also on the on conventional way of business. They perceive the 
general time perspective in society as too short, where profit is supposed to be 
immediate. The producers seek persistency and durability, characteristics of the 
entrepreneur, in the society. They have slowly built up their businesses and funded 
their investments themselves, but the system is emphasising a faster development, 
which forces the enterpriser to have a lot of financial capital initially or take loans. 
This makes it difficult to people who wish to build it up themselves according to their 
preferences and the reality they are in, different stages in life, family situation etc. 
Most of the members of Sjuhäradsmat have jobs that provide for their main income 
and many have other sources of income. One of the producers argues: 
 
“There is much around this of having a business that I do not really control, I mean book-
keeping, insurances, food-regulation and there are a lot of those things… as in principal 
wherever one turns there is an expectation that one shall make a living out of the business. It 
is supposed to go very fast from the start until one makes profit, one is not supposed to have 
something that one builds up under a longer period and lives cheaply… And then I feel, how 
do they consider business? If one is supposed to borrow money and be running, it is supposed 
to be so big and so fast today. Everything. This about keeping on and potter and live of 
something else while building up a small business until the day that one reaches the desired 
volume. It is… That thought does not exist in any way, in the encounters with society.”176 
 
Independent 

Independency is important to the producers, as many prefer fewer subsidies 
and instead acquires that kind of autonomy, than receiving subsidies and the demands 
that come with it. The lifestyle of the self-employed and independent is noticeable. 
Most of the people have financed their business themselves, both due to independent 
factors and also because it has been difficult to finance and to accomplish their 
visions otherwise. There is also a tendency that they want to do it themselves as they 
can   through investing money from other sources as other jobs. To finance it 
themselves may have been the only option for many whilst they also prefer to be 
independent and control the business themselves:  
 
“I am not prepared to take a loan, I want to finance it myself and build it up without being a 
burden to the society either.” 177 
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The idea of the local economy is appealing to many, where direct investments 
would be made within the community. The money that came from the area would be 
invested in the area. The present institutions are too reluctant towards these ideas and 
are thus not beneficial for local rural development. A micro-credit system, or an 
investment company where the people in the area could invest their money where 
they live, is considered to be beneficial to promote alternative ideas. These are aspects 
of a local economy, where all capital is more or less place-bound178. 
 
Authorities’ roles 

To many of the producers is the role of the region quite clear: appreciating 
structures that recognise different businesses and where they can find support for 
diverse creative ideas. The region should work with them and provide enhancing 
structures for entrepreneurs whereas the European Union should focus on structures 
that enhance local production and equal conditions for the farmers on the European 
market in general. Recognition from the region as providers for a sustainable rural 
development is central, and would facilitate an inclusion of new and more local food 
producers. 
 
“The most important is that they show some interest and want to try, to get some locally 
produced. In a longer perspective that can bring a long-term and sustainable development 
and with it more life around the area. As it is now, is it in my opinion that there is a lot that is 
all about experience-based stuff and one after the other gets on that train. Right now is that a 
bit hip, people that rebuild their farm and people that come and compete. If I look at this 
place…I would like to see the possibility of buying carrots, potatoes, onions, strawberries and 
so on, that are locally produced and within Sjuhärad the possibility perhaps exists, if one 
goes around.” 179 
 

Considering the assistance that exists, for starting-up business in general, 
personal communication and guidance, where their business is on focus, should be 
applied. These meetings would become more balanced as it is based on a two-way 
communication and the entrepreneur gets as much as possible out of it. The producers 
often experience that the authorities do not identify with their type of business and 
what is central for them. Instead they promote what they want and do not consider 
what actually exists. It would be preferable if the authorities would start from the 
micro perspective and look into what is already taking place. Many of the courses, not 
all, are reproducing the producers as outside the paradigm due to the fact that their 
drivers and what is central in their business are not considered.  

5.2 Authorities’ perspectives  
 There are a couple of policy documents of relevance that are setting the political 
structure: The Rural Area Program from the Swedish National Rural Development 
Agency and Vision for Västra Götaland from the region of Västra Götaland as well as 
A national strategy for regional competitiveness, entrepreneurship and employment 
2007-2013 from the Swedish government. They are all based on the EU policies for 
2007-2013. The rural area program is focusing on development of rural areas and the 
Vision for Västra Götaland is focusing on implementing the national policies in a 
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regional context. The analysis looks into how the political structures are responding to 
the driving factors and central values of the producers. Considering the issues already 
discussed: How does the macro level perceive the micro level?  

THE RURAL AREA PROGRAM 
“The Swedish rural politics has as an overarching goal an environmental, ecological and 
social sustainable development of the countryside. The goal integrates a sustainable 
production of food, employment in rural areas, consideration of regional conditions and 
sustainable growth. The landscape’s natural and cultural values shall be defended and the 
negative environmental impact shall be minimized. The rural politics have in Sweden a close 
relation to environmental politics and the national environmental quality targets. The 
connection is also strong to the regional development politics and forest politics.”180 
  
 The necessary means recommended are a good economy through sustainable 
growth and an encouraging environment for starting up enterprises and 
entrepreneurs181. The entrepreneurs are central for a sustainable development and 
growth, but the program recognises difficulties for small businesses that are not 
considered to have the right location or niche to get financial capital. This is 
considered as one of the biggest issues for the countryside. Organic food production 
and local food production are presented as the type of agrarian-based production that 
can be competitive on the market, together with tourism and bio energy.  
 
“The Swedish countryside is not a homogenous part of the country. The conditions for 
enterprising is radically different in diverse parts of the country. Furthermore are the 
conditions for different lines of business/…/ The conditions for enterprising are different for 
the countryside closer to populated areas and more sparsely inhabited areas.”182   
 
The regional differences are recognised but the various entrepreneurs are not 
mentioned more than what is shown by this quote. There are differences but no 
recognition of dealing with these, despite the goal where all areas should contribute to 
the development. The spirit of community [gemenskap] is mentioned, as an asset and 
a requirement for increasing the numbers of entrepreneurs in the rural areas.183 Hence 
Putnam and the ideas of social capital are considered as a positive characteristic of the 
countryside, but as society is different in different parts of the country so too is the 
social capital and its outcomes varying184. The various forms of social capital and 
how the spin-off effects from entrepreneurs can be captured and enhance local 
economy is not discussed in the document. It rather states the social capital as 
fundamental for entrepreneurs and enterprising, but does not imply how anywhere in 
the 237 pages long document. The argument is taken from another report, The Small-
scale Enterprising Conditions in Rural Areas185  (2006) from Glesbygdsverket, that 
states that most of the business in the rural areas is self-employed, 89 per cent of the 
business in rural areas are micro enterprises with up to 9 employees whereof 80 per 
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cent of these are self-employed businesses186. One possible explanation is lack of 
financial capital and concern for the responsibility of an employee187. The report 
states that most of the new enterprises that are livelihood businesses188 and those 
started up due to lack of alternatives in the area where they live. These enterprises are 
considered to have a positive impact on development in the long run and perhaps also 
growth. The report also considers growth as varying as the business can grow by itself 
but also together with other enterprises, in networks and it recognises various types of 
entrepreneurs as well as it acknowledges the fact that not all businesses seek to grow. 
189 The rural area program does not consider this however anywhere in the document, 
it does not problemize the types of entrepreneurs. Hence, it does not perceive the 
reality of the producers of Sjuhäradsmat. The potential of the rural areas lie within 
reaching the environmental targets and a continuous growth, a sustainable growth. 
The local importance for a good economy is stressed, but the local economy is not 
presented as an asset in itself. The local economy is considered to be a threat in the 
present paradigm190. A strong local economy could support local initiatives, where 
national institutions (banks etc) do not have the same knowledge of the area or same 
engagement for the various kinds of creative ideas. Johannisson states the narrow 
definition in the program as a problem for agrarian-based enterprisers, as they seek to 
diversify their income and broaden the business191.  
  
The varying conditions in the country for entrepreneurs could be a consequence of a 
lack of social capital and as these areas most likely also lack financial capital and a 
local economy. Johannisson states that this might be a hegemonic construct in order 
to easier handle difficult development processes192. Social and human capital can 
often substitute the financial capital in the local setting193. The outcome of a positive 
spirit of community in rural areas is dependent on the social capital, which is 
contextual and situational194. The regional context and setting is varying. The negative 
population trend that many of the rural areas are experiencing might generate a more 
bonding social capital and isolated networks, and less bridging social capital. On the 
other hand, as Johannisson argues, it is important for the local areas to find their 
identity and to establish a qualitative development195. Too easily gained financial 
capital might generate quantitative growth and other capitals would not be integrated. 
A balance is needed and the local context has to be acknowledged. 196 
 
Lifestyle, the entrepreneur goes career 
 The lifestyle of the entrepreneur is not discussed and life quality as a driver on 
the personal level is not mentioned. The categories of lifestyles that the document 
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focuses on are mainly the careerist, but they also consider self-employed/entrepreneur 
characters emphasising their potential as future careerist characters. The program 
considers the main issues for entrepreneurs to lack financial capital and reluctant to 
the increased responsibility of an employee. But if the business is a lifestyle where 
independency is valued, might not as many seek to expand. The self-employed are a 
lifestyle that seeks to maintain the production as it is, because it provides a possibility, 
security and flexibility that a growing business will not have. It is another lifestyle 
and the concern of having employees might be an expression for this. The enterprise 
is more flexible and easier to form and control as long as it is a one-person business.  
Actors as the Federation of Swedish Farmers are prioritising the social dimension and 
the potential of the countryside for sustainable development as fundamental, to enable 
for people to live in the countryside, the freedom of choice197.  

REGIONAL POLICIES 
“Every part of the country should contribute towards Sweden’s growth and sustainable 
development. The regional development policy focuses on creating growth, sustainable 
development and a high level of service for women and men in all parts of the country.”198 
 
 Sustainable growth is the means for fulfilling the societal goals on the 
countryside, and a precondition for sustainable development. “Sustainable growth is 
economic growth which does not jeopardise the ecosystem on which we depend and which 
safeguards human resources.”199 The national strategy for regional development 
emphasises local and regional influence over the development work200, Johannisson 
considers these programs as too narrow in its focus of development and is more of an 
obstacle than support for the local economy201. Vision for Västra Götaland seeks to 
generate a locally anchored development and recognise the importance of local 
influence of the strategies, as it is developed together with the representatives for the 
various municipalities and other stakeholders of relevance. Scholten (2003) states that 
the regional policy is by setting the urban areas, as the norm, establishes a constant 
unbalance in the relation between periphery, countryside, and the centre, urban areas. 
The visions for the regional policies are set considering what the urban areas hold.  
Another problem is that the conditions in the centre are not as constructive or valuable 
for the rural areas as the policies uphold them. The regional differences should be 
considered as assets and should focus on what people locally perceive as important. 
The policies are too restrictive, as the traditional industrial policy legacy is evident in 
their definition of full-time income and perception of enterprising, and are therefore 
not efficient in stimulating new businesses on the countryside. 202  
 
The development is growth focused and so is the Swedish government’s concept of 
sustainable development. The entrepreneur is central in the economy as a means to 
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reach an end. The policy is instrumental rational203 and does not discuss the kind of 
business that is considered sustainable, nor the lifestyle of the entrepreneur. The 
problems of the entrepreneurs are considered to be lack of financial capital. 
Johannisson considers it to be a constructed issue, to a certain extent, as there are 
other forms of capital that are as important204. The societal areas that are discussed in 
the documents are affecting different groups of people and different consequences are 
generated as they either are included or excluded, people are either engaged. The 
regional policies have traditionally been excluding as they apply and define the issues 
and solutions too narrow. There are several examples where people have created local 
initiatives and hence challenged this hegemonic picture of the business process and 
political strategies205.  

SJUHÄRADSBYGDEN 
Sjuhäradsbygden is considered to be an interesting area within the region, as 

there is a range of activity on the micro level. The informants from the region refer to 
an entrepreneurial tradition. People have traditionally diversified their income and 
engaged themselves in social activities, which has helped the present entrepreneurs, 
no matter the business:  

 
“Sjuhäradsbygden is an interesting area. Can state that the business and “go-getter” 
mentality as well as the entrepreneurial spirit is characterising the district… Different from 
other parts of the region as Skaraborg and Dalsland. They make things happen instead of 
waiting for things to happen. A bit of a Gnosjö206 spirit [Gnosjöanda].” 207 
 
The comparison to Gnosjö represents the notion of Sjuhäradsbygden as 
entrepreneurial oriented where people take matters into their own hands as well as it 
focuses on industrial development and focus on clusters. The local identity is an 
important factor in the establishment of local development208. The region of Västra 
Götaland is emphasising a sustainable economy and growth, education and 
infrastructure, in order to achieve the goal.  
 
“Today’s needs shall be fulfilled without adventuring the needs of future generations. It 
presupposes a functioning economy, a life bearing and healthy environment and not least 
participation, individual and social development. And it also presupposes a long-term 
perspective and consideration for future generations.” 209  
 
The region wants to be an area for development and offer life quality to the people 
that live there. Entrepreneurship and growth-oriented businesses are enhanced as 
fundamental for sustainable development. “Attitudes towards entrepreneurship and 
environmental development are definitely future point with a big development potential to 
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both sustainable development and to economic growth.”210 The business that is sought 
after is mainly enterprises that seek to grow as well as bigger enterprises aiming at the 
national and international market. The definition of a sustainable economy does also 
include a responsive environment for new enterprises and entrepreneurs. The lifestyle 
focus is the same as previous policy documents. The policy discusses one type of 
business, the growth-oriented. Rural issues are integrated in regional politics, which 
might explain the narrow framing of the entrepreneur, as a most of the agrarian-based 
business are self-employed enterprises211. But at the same time has it been central to 
generalise the issues in the region in order to internalise the rural areas, there are both 
positive and negative aspects. The problems of the rural areas are seen as general 
issues of the region, communications and infrastructure should function everywhere 
and the structures for entrepreneurs are the same no matter geographical location 
within the region or population density. The whole region is the region of Västra 
Götaland’s responsibility. 212 The goal is to “Support, capture and enhance local 
development work as an important resource for sustainable growth”. 213  
 
Sjuhäradsmat 

Local food production is corresponding to the sustainability goals of the 
region of Västra Götaland214. From a macro perspective is the network a means in the 
process for sustainable development: 
 
“During the last 10 to 15 years have many food projects that prefers to profile locally 
produced food, the area. This is often very accordingly with the sustainability goals. What 
has been discussed is that many projects have popped up and then disappeared, 
Sjuhäradsmat has succeeded very well in comparison to others, how these projects can be 
supported.  The region has decided to build some kind of centre to support these projects… It 
is prioritised.” 215  
 
Sjuhäradsmat and its producers are hence important factors for a sustainable future 
and a regional resource centre is will soon be installed in order to help these types of 
projects. There is an acknowledged function of the agrarian-based business in general:  
 
“The farming companies are often the heart of the countryside and the villages and thanks to 
the grazing animals is the landscape kept open and contributes to an attractive living 
area.”216 
 
 The regional perspective of the material provided from the informants would 
emphasize the need for support, but also a broader concept of the entrepreneur and the 
enterprise. The position of the region of Västra Götaland is to enhance regional 
development that is in line with the sustainability goals they have put up. The 
documents do not consider or discuss the reality of the producers of Sjuhäradsmat is 
experiencing or take in their perceptions of business, entrepreneurship and sustainable 
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development.  

5.3 Conclusion 
The chapter have analysed the common nominators and drivers of the 

producers in Sjuhäradsmat and analysed the political structures in which they operate. 
The drivers are discussed and also the consequences of these. The micro level and 
macro level perceives several central areas differently that will be concluded in details 
the next chapter.  

6 CONCLUSIONS  
Entrepreneur: Life style/personality 

The members of Sjuhäradsmat are entrepreneurs in the agrarian-based 
business. There are many reasons to why these people have started up businesses, 
with a common nominator; it enables the lifestyle they want. They are self-employed 
and independent and seek to remain so. The business is a means and an end. It 
includes hard work, but they are in control themselves and they can prioritise where to 
put their energy. It provides a possibility to combine interest, income from the 
lifestyle. The lifestyle offers life quality where other factors as working at home and 
close to the family are central. The social relations to the society, community, 
neighbours, family, friends, are fundamental for them. These entrepreneurs’ 
businesses need time, to find a loyal clientele, distributors, mutual support and 
knowledge. They are characterised by a longer time perspective as it has taken time to 
build them up and as their visions for the same is also set in a longer perspective. The 
life style and personality of the producers are hence drivers. 
 
The network of Sjuhäradsmat has enabled some of the support needed, in order to 
establish the businesses and to market themselves. There are other networks and 
organisations, where the producers are engaged and are members of, (The federation 
of Swedish farmers, KRAV etc.) that are related to their personal interests and their 
production. These provide a form of support as well. The producers are generating 
social capital through their lifestyle: they are active, engaged and open to other 
entrepreneurs. Sjuhäradsmat and equivalent networks are also generating social 
capital, which is fundamental for development. There is hence a societal interest in 
keeping Sjuhäradsmat and its members inclusive. The social capital can to a certain 
extent diminish the need for financial capital as cooperation, trust and knowledge 
facilitate the business process.  

 
The producers consider themselves as outside the common paradigm of development 
and sometimes also the definition of the enterpriser. They seek an alternative 
development with a focus on the local conditions and where the local initiatives are 
basic. The producers are hence struggling through their roles as entrepreneurs on the 
countryside and through other arenas, to broaden the picture of development. 
Sjuhäradsmat is an arena for support in their role of entrepreneurs, and is hence 
generating the producers as alternative. Through Sjuhäradsmat are the place, the local 
setting combined with their own lifestyles and high-value added products sold. The 
network transmits their perception of development. 
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Place: Social capital 
Sjuhäradsmat and its producers are the type of agrarian production that is 

needed to compete on the market. Their high-value added products, with the 
environmental concerns are enhanced, by political visions but not by the structures. 
The consequence is that the producers do not see themselves as part of the paradigm. 
The micro level is not represented in the macro level and its political structures. The 
definition of the entrepreneur, enterpriser, business and rural development are too 
narrow as it is set on growth-oriented entrepreneurship and economy and do not 
include the rest. The reality that the producers are operating within is not discussed 
and recognised. If sustainable rural development is the vision should the people that 
are considered as relevant by the same authorities, also be enhanced by the political 
structures. To support the producers through recognition, by establishing that a part of 
the public purchases should be locally produced and look into the conditions for these 
enterprises in depth, would the structures present themselves as more including. Place 
and social capital are drivers as the social relations and the traditions are important to 
the producers. They want to change the course of development for the area in which 
they live. They seek an alternative development that is place related and is locally 
anchored where the social capital is an important driver. 
 
The macro actors act in line with the macro structures, and is characterised by the 
traditional industry focused policies. The regional development policies are set to 
establish growth for Sweden, the macro level. The regional development strategies are 
of a more instrumental rational nature, as they are more target-oriented. The micro 
actors, sees their business as an end and a means, which is of a more value rational. 
The producers have chosen to produce for a local market and some also organically. 
They have chosen the space and from there realised a business, the lifestyle that the 
space brings was chosen before starting the business. New networks and organisations 
are needed to fill the gap of support, created and established on the local level where 
the recognised need is, e.g. Sjuhäradsmat. The definitions are preventing local 
development due to the narrow definitions. The policies are enhancing the areas that 
are valued for sustainable development, but it tends to be more excluding than 
including, for the entrepreneurs, which might create a downside social capital. If 
people are discouraged by regional policies rather than encouraged, might the 
networks and businesses isolate themselves. They need support from the structures at 
the very least not hindrance in their business. The narrow definitions are preventing 
the region as well as national authorities to deal with the problem, as they do not 
recognise it. If Sjuhäradsmat and its producers close up and isolate themselves within 
their networks, are them as assets wasted. It is hence central that the political 
structures recognise the various drivers of different kinds of entrepreneurs as it also 
shapes their future choices. If all areas should generate development it is crucial to 
recognise the different entrepreneurs, different local conditions are assets and might 
contribute in different ways. They bring assets and generate social capital. The 
organic production and local food production is needed and emphasised; the 
producers need the same recognition.  

SUSTAINABLE RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
The relation between Sjuhäradsmat and sustainable rural development is 

recognised by the authorities that strives to enhance equivalent projects. But there is a 
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difference in the interpretation of the concept between the micro and macro level. The 
producers accentuate the social dimension and consider it central to be able to live on 
the countryside. Whereas the authorities see the producers as a means to achieve 
environmental targets and enhance the economic development. The small-scale 
business and local economy are central, whilst the region and Sweden is focusing on 
expansion of markets and businesses. The producers are setting themselves as 
examples for the possibilities and potential of local economy and alternative 
development. The authorities have an Ecological Modernisation concept and do not 
consider the small-scale production or the lifestyle as an end in itself. 
 
Relating to the initial quote of Johannisson, where he presents the locally anchored 
development as the only kind of development that has the prerequisites to be 
sustainable. The empirical material from the analysis is evident and proves him right, 
sustainable development must be locally anchored. But the local level must be 
recognised and considered an asset. The macro political structures must be rooted in 
the micro level reality. If sustainable rural development is sought for must all drivers, 
be acknowledged and considered for what they are: drivers. 

7 FINAL DISCUSSION AND FURTHER IDEAS 
 The thesis have emphasised one aspect of sustainable rural development in 

connection to small-scale entrepreneurs, and the network of Sjuhäradsmat. But it has 
also generated further questions as: The people working in the sustainable businesses 
on the countryside, who are they? How will sustainable rural development be 
generated? What are the options? Considering the distances that exist in rural areas, 
how will sustainable entrepreneurs operate? What are the conditions? Are they 
idealists and “green wave” people from the urban areas? Is this a realistic picture? 
The answer is no, people in rural areas are no more idealistic than others and the 
countryside is not homogenous, people are different. To let local initiatives thrive and 
the local level be creative might be a step in the right direction. Regional and rural 
policies that are created bottom-up, where the micro level set the macro policies. The 
political structures must frame and enhance the type of production that they see 
important, but recognise and implement the regional variations. Most issues of 
sustainability are locally anchored and hence call for local resolution.  

 
There are several aspects that are of relevance but have not been the aim of this paper: 
the role of costumers, European Union and future rural policies (new CAP programs), 
role of distributors, or continuing on the concept of social capital: how the various 
entrepreneurs are affecting each other on the local level (what do the extra-relations 
look like, how are they formed etc). Are entrepreneurs and engaged people motivating 
other? How? The extra-relations between various actors in society might be difficult 
to assess, finding indicators for social capital, but would be very interesting. One 
might look into a certain number of actors and see how they are interacting with 
others and in what way. To map potential consumers is important as that might lead to 
a discussion of the “local market”. Where is it, what does it mean to consumers and 
producers? Is local always sustainable? There is a range of concepts that needs to be 
critically assessed.  
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Appendix 1 
 
INTERVIEW GUIDE 1: Producers of Sjuhäradsmat 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION:   Occupation 

Age 
Education 
History in the area?  
Family? 

VALUES: What does the area mean to you? Or describe the area, what characterises 
the area? (Culturally, Socially, Economically, Environmentally, Politically) 
SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT:      
SECURITY: Definition/Description 
QUALITY OF LIFE: Definition/Description  
PRODUCER/PARTICIPANTS:  
BACKGROUND TO THEIR PRODUCTION: How?  
DRIVERS: Visions of business.  
BACKGROUND TO THEIR INVOLVEMENT IN SJUHÄRADSMAT: Idea of Sjuhäradsmat, 
Common nominator, Drivers 
CONSUMER: Are there any? Who? Where do they live?  
DISTRIBUTOR: Are there any? Who? Where? How does it function/work? What role 
do they play? 
STRUCTURES: Define role of political institutions: EU? Government? Region? Other 
actors of relevance?  
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: Definition, Potential connection between SD and 
Sjuhäradsmat?  
 
 
 
INTERVIEWGUIDE 2: Informants on macro level 
 
THEIR BACKGROUNDS: Relation to the area 
CHARACTERISTICS OF SJUHÄRADSBYGDEN:  Definition 
DEFINITION OF REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT. 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: Definition, their role, central areas to enhance 
SJUHÄRADSMAT: Its role, Market, Essential characteristics of the network in relation 
to the political visions,  
POLITICAL STRUCTURES: Their role  
 


