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Abstract 

Small businesses located in the most sparsely populated and peripheral parts 
of Europe are frequently believed to be marginalised with respect to the pro-
cesses of economic globalisation. This thesis proposes to explore an alterna-
tive perspective for understanding how small businesses that are located at 
the geographical margins engage with the globalised economy. Distance is 
no longer a purely physical phenomenon. Meanwhile, networks are consid-
ered to be the primary means for small firms to mobilise external resources 
and stay competitive. Acknowledging these conceptual shifts, this thesis 
explores how peripheral small businesses develop network configurations 
with multiple actors across multiple geographical scales to engage in the 
global economy.  

This thesis consists of four papers and a cover essay. The four papers 
share the theme of the network interaction of small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs) in peripheral regions and discuss this theme from various 
perspectives with different research questions. The papers use combinations 
of quantitative and qualitative analytical methods to empirically investigate 
the configuration of small firm networks in the case study of Upper Norrland 
in Sweden.  

The cover essay introduces the overarching conceptual framework that is 
grounded in ideas from the seminal work of Granovetter on the social em-
beddedness of economic interactions and the ‘strength of weak ties’, and this 
essay contributes to the debate in geography on multi-scalar proximity dy-
namics. The empirical findings of the papers describe the collaborative and 
transactional forms of firm relations and describe the wide networks of 
SMEs in peripheral regions and the role of key actors—such as international 
customers or regional intermediary organisations—in bridging the local and 
extra-local dimensions of small firm networks. The conceptual contribution 
of this thesis corroborates the understanding that small firm development 
requires a balance between regional and international networks. This thesis 
also contributes to the debate on development policies for peripheral regions 
by offering insights into the manner in which institutional support for the 
design and implementation of open, flexible network arrangements may 
provide a leverage effect for small firm development. 

Keywords: globalisation; periphery; small firms; embeddedness; extra-
local networks; proximity  
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1. Introduction 

Being small and peripheral in a globalised world 
Although the challenges faced by small peripheral firms have long been 
identified, their opportunities to engage in new forms of economic relations 
are not well known or well researched. The challenges result partly from 
locational disadvantages (such as a small market size that limits business 
opportunities or a long distance to travel to national and international mar-
kets) and partly from a historical socio-economic legacy (such as the absence 
of entrepreneurial skills or a monolithic industrial structure relying on na-
ture-based industries) (Anderson et al., 2010; Young, 2010a; Moyes et al., 
2012). For peripheral firms, long distances engender additional transaction 
and transportation costs (Malecki, 2007; Anderson et al., 2010), which make 
it more difficult for them to compete with firms that are located in more ur-
banized regions (Moyes et al., 2012). 

In general, there is little research investigating the challenges and oppor-
tunities of small businesses that are located in sparsely populated peripheral 
regions (Lundmark and Pettersson, 2012, S42). The studies that have been 
undertaken tend to emphasise the negative effects of peripherality on the 
development trajectory of small firms. Indeed, based on the case of small 
rural firms in Scotland, Moyes argues as follows:  

SMEs in rural communities tend to be smaller, less growth orientated and are 
slower at adopting innovation and technology. Additionally, SMEs in rural ar-
eas suffer from shortages of a skilled work force, with difficulties in finding 
appropriately skilled labour. Furthermore, there appears to be a lack of formal 
networking amongst the SME community within rural areas with a higher 
proportion of family-owned businesses. (Moyes et al., 2012, p136) 
 
The long distance to large urban markets has been identified as a prime 

obstacle for the development of small peripheral firms (Anderson et al., 
2010; Young, 2010a; Galloway et al., 2011) because the development of 
extra-local linkages is more difficult to undertake for these firms. However, 
the literature has indicated that such linkages are important because they 
stimulate the capacity of small firms to develop products and market innova-
tions (Huggins and Johnston, 2009). The latter is perceived to be a key con-
dition to assisting small peripheral firms in overcoming the lack of critical 
mass that result from the limited size of their local market (Varis and Lit-
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tunen, 2012). Consequently, the investigation of small firm internationalisa-
tion has become an important focus for research on small business and en-
trepreneurship in smaller regions (Chetty and Blakenburg Holm, 2000; 
Fletcher, 2004; Nummela et al., 2006; Winch and Bianchi, 2006). 

Reflecting on the meaning of peripherality in an era of globalisation is 
timely, as it is often argued that the technological progress that is inherent to 
globalisation has led to new threats and opportunities for small peripheral 
firms. Transportation infrastructure and modern logistics have significantly 
increased the connectivity of economic actors in both urban and peripheral 
regions. The development of the Internet and the online market has, for in-
stance, enhanced the ability of peripheral firms to ‘overcome distance’ by 
easily accessing distant markets and interacting with their suppliers (Gallo-
way et al., 2011).  

Nonetheless, the effects that globalisation may have on the development 
of small peripheral firms are complex. Indeed, Kilkenny (1998) has suggest-
ed that lower transportation costs will ultimately increase the competition 
among places that share similar locational preconditions. Malecki (2007, 
p638) more recently concurred with this understanding when advocating that 
global competition essentially assumes the form of enhanced rivalry between 
places with similar profiles—what he calls ‘peers’—for attracting flows of 
different types (e.g., investments, workers or tourists). Hence, one effect of 
globalisation is that it has enhanced competition among peripheral regions 
rather than between urban and non-urban regions, as is often assumed in 
globalisation studies. 

The endemic focus of peripheral firms on local trade and markets (Gallo-
way et al., 2011) shows that a high degree of inertia is continuing to slow the 
process of the extra-localisation of peripheral local economies, as these 
economies still confront persistent organisational and cultural constraints. 
Geography remains a constraining factor for peripheral regions by limiting 
their external connectivity. Another important obstacle may be the persistent 
lack of entrepreneurial culture that is viewed as symptomatic of many of 
these regions (Coffey and Polèse, 1984; Tödtling and Trippl, 2005). In that 
respect, Moyes et al. acknowledged that firm networks have been found to 
be underdeveloped in certain peripheral and rural areas and often require 
‘artificial’ encouragement through specific policy-induced support pro-
grammes (2012).  

Key concepts: distance and networks 
Two concepts are woven into this thesis: distance and networks. Whereas 
distance is one of the foundational concepts in economic geography (Pirie, 
2009), the focus on networks as a primary mode of economic organisation is 
more recent in the field of economic geography and has gained a significant 



 17

amount of momentum in the wake of its 'relational turn'. The objective of 
this section is not to provide a comprehensive definition of the two phenom-
ena but rather to highlight their key features from an economic geography 
perspective and thus to provide a clear understanding of how these phenom-
ena are conceived and applied in the present work.  

Distance 
Distance commonly refers to the measurement of the geographical separa-
tion of two points located in Euclidean space that one could easily plot on a 
map. Historically, the notion has played a major role in economic geography 
in terms of understanding the reasons behind the observed uneven patterns of 
economic development concentrations in space.  

In locational theory models, distance has been modelled in terms of trans-
portation costs that are induced by the distance to be bridged between a pro-
duction site and its market and between a production site and its suppliers 
(Essletzbichler, 2011). Thus, the decision for a firm to locate in a certain 
geographic area is the result of optimising this simple and rather rational 
trade-off. Subsequently, economic models in new economic geography theo-
rised the effect of distance on economic relations in a rather simplistic man-
ner, according to which “longer distance for transportation of goods” is 
“causing diseconomies of spatial agglomeration” (Fujita and Krugman, 
1995, p 506).  

However, the multiplicity of long-distance interactions enabled by eco-
nomic globalisation processes and particularly the role of technological ad-
vancements in improving the ability of actors to interact over long distances 
(Rodríguez-Pose, 2011) have provided renewed conceptual grounds for un-
derstanding how distance is 'bridged' between economic actors. Although the 
predicted 'death of distance' (Cairncross, 1997) never actually occurred, 
there have been extensive academic debates theorising the interplay between 
the spatial and temporal aspects of economic interactions, especially with 
respect to the assumed diminishing role of distance as a friction force on the 
development of social-economic activities (Young, 2010, p842).  

Hence, the purely physical and immutable conceptualisation of distance 
appears to be less pertinent and overly simplistic to explain the complex 
spatial patterns of contemporary economic development processes (Young, 
2006; Garretsen and Martin, 2010; Rodríguez-Pose, 2011). In that respect, 
distance should be understood as a relational phenomenon that Young de-
fined as “an active combination of natural, technological, and social ele-
ments” (2010, p842). This latter understanding radically changes how the 
relationship between actors and distance is conceived: for firms, distance has 
shifted from an exogenous development factor into a development endoge-
nous factor that can be managed, coordinated and influenced by actors them-
selves. The necessary reconceptualization of distance as a relational process 



 18 

is framed in greater detail in the first paper of this thesis. This matter raises 
questions relating to the traditionally weighty importance in the field of eco-
nomic geography with respect to spatial proximity and clustering as the main 
modes of economic interactions and to the understanding of what ‘peripher-
ality’ actually entails in contemporary times.  

Networks 
The 'relational turn' in contemporary economic geography has triggered an 
enhanced focus on the conceptual and empirical investigation of the struc-
ture, form and dynamic of relations between actors and their effects on the 
spatial organisation and location of economic activities (Yeung, 2005). The 
notion of network appeared in economic geography as an alternative way of 
understanding forms of economic organisations beyond the usual market and 
hierarchy perspectives (Taylor and Asheim, 2001). The market perspective 
claimed that economic relations between firms are established purely on the 
basis of transaction costs, transportation costs and arm’s-length ties, whereas 
the hierarchy perspective tended to conceptualise relations between firms in 
terms of power relations with a domination-subordination dichotomy. In a 
third alternative, the network perspective envisaged a firm as embedded in 
multiple socially constructed relations based on reciprocity and interdepend-
ence (Yeung, 2000; Taylor and Asheim, 2001). However, the primary criti-
cism voiced by geographers highlights the rather heteroclite and little for-
malized use of the notion of network in the field (Glückler, 2007). Hence, a 
victim of its own success, the notion of network has become a vague concept 
used in various research contexts.  

Peter Nijkamp (2003) identified two main categories of networks in eco-
nomic geography. Networks may refer to either physical configurations sup-
porting the greater connectivity and mobility of persons, goods or capital 
(such as aviation networks, road networks, railway networks or telecommu-
nication networks) or to virtual networks channelling immaterial exchanges 
of information and knowledge (such as industrial clubs, knowledge networks 
or information networks). 

A simple definition of business networks was propounded by Johansson 
and Quigley, who identify business networks as consisting “of nodes, and 
links connecting these nodes, in order to facilitate transactions among 
agents” (2004, p165). The investigation of business networks is of particular 
interest in the case of small firm development, as it offers new insights re-
garding how competencies and resources that are external to a firm are mo-
bilised and coordinated to complement or substitute the firm’s internal capa-
bilities (Malecki and Tootle, 1996). 

Two main types of network linkages are emphasised in the literature on 
small firm networks, in which they are considered to be based on either 
transaction or collaboration relations (cf. Gelsing, 1992; Malecki and Tootle, 
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1996; Uzzi, 1997; Copus et al., 2003). Transaction networks correspond to 
market-based relations formed on the buyer-supplier relationships in which a 
firm is engaged, which may be performed in a fairly routinised manner. In 
contrast, collaborative ties correspond to processes that involve exchanges of 
information and knowledge transfer on matters as diverse as market, produc-
tion or process development information and issues among firms that are 
based on kinship and acquaintance, and no financial compensation is typical-
ly involved. Although this dichotomy is useful from an analytical perspec-
tive, the finding that customers and suppliers are typically central sources of 
information for small firms (Van Hippel, 1988) reduces the significance of 
the distinction between transaction and collaborative networks in terms of 
relational process..  

This latter point emphasises the need to understand business networks 
from a systemic perspective. Indeed, business networks cannot be considered 
as mere collections of dyadic (i.e., firm-to-firm) network linkages but rather 
as “an integrated and co-ordinated set of ongoing economic and non-
economic relations embedded within, among and outside business firms” 
(Yeung, 1994 in Copus and Skuras, 2006). Hence, business networks consist 
of both inter-firm relations and extra-firm relations (Yeung, 2000), corre-
sponding to relations with public or semi-public organisations that are in-
volved in local economic development (e.g., development agencies, public 
authorities, trade and sectoral associations and educational centres).  

A feature of business networks that has arisen in economic geography ad-
dresses the spatial configuration of networks. Glückler (2007) considered 
business networks to be purely relational (i.e., aspatial) constructs, whereas 
other researchers have acknowledged that they are spatial constructs because 
the actors involved can be characterised by their location (Bouba-Olga and 
Carrincazeaux, 2001; Andreosso-O'Callaghan and Lenihan, 2008). This de-
bate is strongly related to the dual understanding of networks in terms of 
both process and structure. The former tends to emphasise the dynamic and 
evolving nature of networks, whereas the latter tends to bind networks into a 
particular geographical context, such as a region.  

Shifting policies for changing geographies in the 
periphery  
The present thesis uses the sparsely populated areas of Northern Sweden as a 
test lab for investigating the forms that small firm networks take when 
emerging from a sparse and peripheral environment. The introductory chap-
ter emphasised the general conditions to which small peripheral firms are 
subjected, whereas this sections aims to contextualise the research both geo-
graphically (by describing the territorial context of the Norrland region) and 
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institutionally (by reviewing the main features of development policies that 
target peripheral regions).  

Sparsity, peripherality and polarisation 
An important research pathway for economic geographers undertaking small 
firm network studies has involved investigating the potential role of geogra-
phy in shaping the spatial configuration of such networks. In this respect, the 
geographical context within which a firm evolves is understood essentially 
in terms of the physical distance to other potential partners and markets. 

In the Upper Norrland case study, two spatial notions relating to the per-
ception of remoteness are relevant: peripherality and sparsity. The first no-
tion, peripherality, is often understood in terms of macro-remoteness, which 
corresponds to the perception that actors are far away in terms of physical 
distance and travel time from large agglomerations and dominant economic 
centres on the national (e.g., Stockholm, Gothenburg or Malmö) and conti-
nental (e.g., London, Paris or Frankfurt) scales. Second, sparsity corresponds 
to micro-remoteness, as it corresponds to features that are linked to a local, 
daily context for accessibility (i.e., commuting catchment areas) and access 
to personal and business services.  

A recent measurement of sparsity recently applied assessed the number of 
persons reachable within a reasonable commuting distance from each loca-
tion (Gløersen et al., 2006). This indicator is termed ‘population potential’. 
Sparsely populated areas are places in Europe with low population potential 
(i.e., areas that are characterised by an absence of agglomerative advantages 
and a lack of economic critical mass). According to Gløersen et al. (2006), 
the latter is a critical point for understanding local economic development in 
those areas, as low market potential and limited labour-market resources act 
as significant constraints on economic development. 

A recent pan-European study investigating ‘areas with geographic speci-
ficity’ has shown that although sparsely populated areas can be found in 
many countries across Europe, the territorial preconditions found in the 
northern parts of the Nordic countries, and thus in the case study region of 
Upper Norrland, are extreme in terms of both the physical distance to main 
markets and the small-size of local economies (Dubois and Roto, 2012). 
Figure 1 presents an empirical application of the population potential indica-
tor. The threshold of 100,000 persons residing within commuting distance of 
an area was chosen to distinguish between ‘sparsely populated’ areas and 
other areas in Europe. Figure 1 also shows that there is a strong gradient in 
terms of population potential even among sparsely populated areas. Indeed, 
sparsely populated areas of Central Spain have much higher levels of popu-
lation potential (between 50,000 and 100,000), whereas most of the sparsely 
populated areas of the Nordic countries, especially inland, have fewer than 
5,000 inhabitants. Moreover, whereas sparsely populated areas of Spain are 
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within a three-hour distance of European agglomerations (Madrid, Barcelona 
and Valencia), the corresponding Nordic areas tend to be more than three 
hours away from the nearest regional centre (e.g., Umeå or Luleå) (Dubois 
and Roto, 2012). In addition, Figure 2 shows that most of the settlements in 
sparsely populated areas tend to stagnate or decline, whereas the larger 
coastal settlements tend to grow. 

It is arguably the combination of sparsity and peripherality that engenders 
the crux of the local development challenge that was identified in the intro-
duction: sparsity acts as a force that urges firms to reach out to extra-local 
markets, and peripherality acts to pull back and constrain these endeavours. 
The acuteness of these challenges will likely increase in the future as the 
polarisation dynamics cause the Upper Norrland region to become simulta-
neously more urban and more sparse (Wiberg, 2004). This increasing imbal-
ance of the geographical context of Norrland may have significant implica-
tions for the scope of development policies that are created and implemented 
in the region, especially with respect to the ability of such policies to foster 
development processes equally in both the sparsely populated and urban 
areas of Norrland. 
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Figure 1. The territorial context of Europe’s sparsely populated areas 

 
Although sparsely populated areas in Europe are characterised by low population 
potential, there are significant regional variations across Europe with respect to 
access to urban centres and gradients of population potential. 
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Figure 2. Population changes in settlements for 2006-2011 (Spain 2001-2006) 

The analysis of recent demographic trends in Europe’s sparsely populated areas 
shows a strong tendency towards more polarised regional distribution with growing 
regional and local centres and the thinning-out of smaller settlements (Source: ES-
PON Geospecs).  
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An outlook on development policies for sparsely populated areas 
Traditionally, regional policy in the European Union was conceived as a 
redistributive process and implemented through the design of support 
schemes and financial allocations. This type of regional policy is termed 
redistributive because it was originally viewed as a means to compensate the 
rather low development prospects of the least-developed European regions 
by injecting public funds into their regional economies. During recent dec-
ades, a paradigm shift witnessed the evolution of regional policy into region-
alised tools for fostering growth and competitiveness across European re-
gions and territories. In this new framework, the view of sparsity and periph-
erality has changed from being considered as a permanent geographical 
handicap that must be compensated through pan-European solidarity mech-
anisms to a geographic specificity with its own combination of weaknesses, 
assets and potential that must be more efficiently exploited and utilised in 
local development strategies (Gløersen, 2012). These territorial development 
strategies must consider both the ‘hard’ locational factors inherent in sparsity 
and peripherality (and exacerbated by demographic polarisation) and the 
‘soft’ factors that are related to the socio-economic legacy.  

In the specific case of peripheral regions1, Nuur and Laestadius identified 
two main avenues that are pursued in such development strategies: 

In the last few decades, the debate on regional development policies towards 
peripheral regions has focused on the two interrelated issues of, on the one 
hand, strategies to induce the emergence of small and medium-sized firms 
(SMEs) in place of the manufacturing industries that previously dominated the 
economic landscape of today’s peripheral regions and, on the other hand, the 
ability of information and communications technology (ICT) to allow periph-
eral regions to overcome the disadvantages of their position in terms of 
knowledge formation, which is accepted to be the genesis of regional devel-
opment (see, e.g., McQuaid, 2002; Benneworth, 2004). (Nuur and Laestadius, 
2010, p294) 
 
These authors advance the view that contemporary development strategies 

for peripheral regions must trigger a shift in the local economic structure 
from a structure that is dominated by large firms and natural resources ex-
ploitation   to a local economy based on flexible and innovative SMEs, with 
the access and use of ICT as an important precondition for supporting this 
transition. Moreover, the enhancement of network participation in peripheral 
regions, especially when based on cooperation and trust, is identified as a 
critical success factor for these regions (Nuur and Laestadius, 2010). For 
instance, when presenting the case of the Ljusdal community, Nuur and 

                                                      
1 In the remainder of the thesis, we refer to ‘peripheral region’ in place of ‘sparsely populated 
and peripheral region’, which is our main focus, to lighten the text. 
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Laestadius claimed that cluster thinking need not be hampered by the lack of 
absolute critical size of the local business environment. Nuur and Laestadius 
(2010, p302) ultimately argued that the focus of development policies for 
peripheral regions should promote more entrepreneurial and dynamic atti-
tudes towards economic development rather than focusing on compensating 
for this lack of critical mass.  

Aim and focus 
The aim of this thesis is to explore the emergence of specific forms of busi-
ness networks developed by small peripheral firms to ‘manage distance’ and 
to foster their integration into wider patterns of economic exchanges.  

A more implicit objective of this work is to develop a conceptual frame-
work that facilitates an understanding of the reasons for and ability of pe-
ripheral actors to engage in economic relations with more or less distant 
actors and to project their activities outside of their traditional local markets. 
With this rationale, the thesis assumes the position that peripheral actors are 
not merely subject to but are also actively contributing to the unfolding of 
globalisation processes. Thus, the main focus of investigation is, as Young 
aptly phrased it, “how economic globalisation is performed by small actors 
on the geographic margin” (2010a, p838). 

Although there is extensive research on what may be deemed the ‘core’ of 
globalisation (i.e., global production networks and global cities), the place of 
peripheral regions within wider economic networks has received much less 
attention. Some researchers have claimed that there is a greater need for 
research on the participation of geographic margins to fully understand the 
processes of economic globalisation (Hayter et al., 2003; Young, 2010a). 
This gap in the literature is even more surprising from a policy-oriented re-
search perspective, as investigating the behaviour of firms and the link be-
tween firm and regional competitiveness is central to contemporary regional 
development policies.  

This thesis aims to contribute in three different ways to the research on 
peripherality and small firm networking: 

- Conceptual: Grounded in the notion of embeddedness and using in-
sights from the social capital and internationalisation debates, this 
thesis argues that the local and extra-local dimensions of small firm 
networks must be conceived as feeding into one another with leverage 
effects reinforcing one another.  

- Empirical: Empirical studies of small firm networks in peripheral re-
gions tend to focus on investigating clustered forms of networks, i.e., 
relations between firms within a specific industry and/or a specific lo-
cality (e.g., Johannisson et al., 2002; Nuur and Laestadius, 2010; 
Lundmark and Pettersson, 2012). The point of departure of these 
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studies is that localised ties are the most beneficial for small firms. In 
contrast, our empirical evidence shows that extra-local ties, including 
international ties, are commonly enjoyed by small peripheral firms 
and that looser forms of geographical and institutional network ar-
rangements may better fulfil the specific needs of small peripheral 
firms. 

- Policy relevance: Because SMEs constitute the most common form of 
business found in peripheral regions and because national and Euro-
pean regional policies increasingly urge all regions to contribute to 
economic growth, this thesis is a timely contribution to the policy-
making debate regarding the types of relational ties that small periph-
eral firms aim to establish and maintain, and it contributes to the dis-
cussion of how public intervention may support SMEs in such en-
deavours.  

Structure of the cover essay 
The introductory chapter (Chapter I) has addressed the two concepts (dis-
tance and networks) that frame most of the conceptual and empirical work in 
this thesis. This chapter also provided necessary insights into the geograph-
ical and institutional contexts that are inherent to peripheral economic re-
gions in general—and to the case study region of Upper Norrland in particu-
lar—and presented the overarching aim of this thesis. 

Chapter II elaborates on the conceptual framework of this thesis. The 
chapter begins by identifying the main features of agglomeration and cluster 
policy in mainstream contemporary economic geography and by identifying 
critical conceptual points for the consideration of territorialised network 
models as ‘blueprints’ for the development of business networks. The chap-
ter continues by arguing that the changed perception of distance and the 
emergence of networked forms of economic organisations have fostered new 
insights into long-standing debates regarding economic geography. This 
chapter concludes by elaborating on a network-based approach to local de-
velopment in peripheral regions that is based on the ideas of ‘embeddedness’ 
and ‘the strength of weak ties’ introduced by the American sociologist Mark 
Granovetter.  

Chapter III provides useful information on the methods and data that are 
used as a basis for the empirical material that is presented in the four differ-
ent papers.  

Chapter IV provides a summary of the main results and findings from 
these papers.  

Chapter V summarises the achievements of this thesis and explains how 
the thesis responds to the expressed aim and its subsequent research ques-
tions.  
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2. Networks and the periphery – a conceptual 
Framework 

As Garretsen and Martin (2010) asserted in a recent article, the raison d’être 
of economic geography as a field of social sciences has been to pursue an 
understanding of the processes that may cause the observed tendency of 
economic activities to be concentrated in certain locations on different geo-
graphical scales (e.g., local, regional, national or global). A decade earlier, 
Malmberg and Maskell argued that economic geography is focused on mat-
ters of spatial clustering and agglomeration because these concepts are fun-
damental for exploring the role of geography in economic development pat-
terns, such as proximity, place or milieu (2002). 

With the increased urbanisation of societies worldwide and continued 
demographic polarisation trends within most developed countries, agglomer-
ations are increasingly considered to be the primary sites of economic 
growth and societal development. Embracing the ideas of new economic 
geography, which theorised about the inter-regional and inter-sectoral pro-
cesses underpinning spatial economic agglomerations that lead to regional 
imbalances at the national and international levels (Fujita and Thisse, 2009, 
p109), policymakers worldwide have appeared to promote these processes of 
concentration and densification (cf. European Commission, 2008; World 
Bank, 2009). In this new world order, territories outside of agglomerations 
are considered to be ‘economic deserts’ (Rodríguez-Pose, 2011, p351).  

Simultaneously, some in the research community have voice the possibil-
ity that the absence of agglomeration economies need not hinder economic 
development, as spatially looser forms of economic interactions may provide 
similar types of benefits as agglomeration economies:  

[T]hese latter connections may lead to precisely the same external benefits 
that arise from agglomeration and for precisely the same reasons. Indeed, 
networks among economic actors dispersed over space may act as a substitute 
for agglomerations of actors at a single point, providing some or all of the util-
ity gains and productivity increases derived from agglomeration. (Johansson 
and Quigley, 2004, p2) 
  
The latter arguments provide the necessary conceptual room for envisag-

ing the competitiveness of firms in peripheral regions in terms of mobilizing 
network resources and capital. This conceptualisation is a key starting point 
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for the conceptual framework of this thesis because it assumes that develop-
ment in peripheral regions may be possible through adapted relational ar-
rangements despite the absence of agglomeration economies. The present 
conceptual framework aims to explore what forms these relational arrange-
ments may take. 

On agglomeration and cluster theory  
This thesis does not aim to provide a comprehensive review of agglomera-
tion and cluster theory. However, because of the dominant character of these 
theories in contemporary thinking with respect to economic geography, it 
appears necessary to review the theoretical foundations of these theories and 
to position the argumentation of this thesis vis-à-vis these theories.  

On agglomeration and localisation economies 
The term ‘agglomeration’ refers to the tendency of people and economic 
activity to be concentrated in space, such as in cities or industrial cores 
(Malmberg and Maskell, 2002). Understanding the processes that lead to the 
agglomeration of people and activities has been the core of modern econom-
ic geography. In this framework, spatial proximity is thought as the prime 
mechanism for establishing and maintaining social and economic interac-
tions and is considered to be the main process leading to further agglomera-
tion (Simmie, 2006; Rodríguez-Pose, 2011). 

Agglomeration economies (i.e., the benefits derived by actors from clus-
tering) can be categorised into two main types: urbanisation economies and 
localisation economies (Simmie, 2006). Urbanisation economies refers to 
the more general advantages that are derived from being located near a large 
and diverse pool of potential suppliers, customers and competitors, whereas 
localisation economies embody the mechanisms that drive firms that are 
evolving within the same or related industries to cluster in certain places 
(Malmberg and Maskell, 2002, p430). 

The notion of localisation economies is central to Marshall’s conceptuali-
sation of ‘industrial districts’, which is based on “a simple triad of external 
economies: the ready availability of skilled labour, the growth of supporting 
ancillary trades, and the development of a local inter-firm division of labour 
in different stages and branches of production” (Asheim et al., 2006, p5). 
Thus, the co-localisation of economic agents provides a source of increasing 
returns for individual firms (Asheim et al., 2006), as it helps to minimise the 
risks and costs of transactions and to maximise external economies in the 
production supply chain (Storper, 2002). Specifically, Malmberg and 
Maskell identified four main mechanisms leading to localisation economies: 
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First, there are benefits to be gained from the possibility for agglomerated 
firms to share the cost of certain collective resources among several firms. 
[…] Second, agglomeration makes for the development of a local labour mar-
ket for specialized skills. […] Third, firms in agglomerations can reduce their 
costs as inter-firm transactions and shipments are simplified when the distance 
between firms is negligible. […] Fourth, localized clusters of similar and re-
lated firms form the basis of a local milieu that may facilitate knowledge spill-
overs and stimulate various forms of adaptation, learning, and innovation. 
(Malmberg and Maskell, 2002, p432-433) 
 
Behind its ‘intuitive’ understanding, there have been two main criticisms 

of the ‘universal’ nature of agglomeration economies. The first criticism 
relates to the scalability of the concept. Similar conceptual frameworks are 
typically used to explain the spatial clustering phenomena that are observed 
at different geographical scales and for different types of activities on trans-
national, national and regional scales—from the intra-city and neighbour-
hood levels in a specific branch of industry to industrialisation patterns at the 
continental level (Malmberg and Maskell, 2002, p442-443).  

The second criticism is the lack of knowledge regarding the causality of 
mechanisms related to agglomeration economies. Indeed, although the ap-
parent correlation between the localisation of growth industries and spatial 
clustering has been emphasised, it remains unclear whether agglomeration is 
a resulting effect or a causal factor of this observed phenomenon (Martin and 
Sunley, 2003, p29). 

The rise of cluster theory 
In recent decades, the work of certain economists, geographical economists 
and economic geographers has provided a plethora of new concepts adding 
to agglomeration theory and making it more attuned to the specifics of con-
temporary economic development. The most emblematic of these theories, 
cluster theory, is the subject of the present section. 

According to Martin and Sunley (2003), the success of cluster theory 
since its introduction by economist Michael Porter (1990; 1998) is less a 
result of its academic brilliance and explanatory power than because of the 
outstanding popularity that it has gained in policymaking circles worldwide. 
Indeed, Porter’s cluster theory has been applied, adapted and reconfigured at 
length by policymakers and stakeholders from different geographical and 
institutional contexts. 

Porter’s original definition describes a cluster as follows: 

a geographically proximate group of interconnected companies and associated 
institutions in a particular field, linked by commonalities and complementari-
ties (1998, p199).  
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An important contribution of Porter’s cluster theory arises from the elabo-
ration of a cluster model known as ‘Porter’s diamond’ (Porter, 1980). The 
diamond articulates the following main characteristics of a cluster model 
along reciprocal feedback loops: firm rivalry and strategy, factor input con-
ditions, demand conditions, and related and supporting industries. In addi-
tion to these inter-firm processes, the diamond emphasises the potentially 
important role of government and chance in fostering these processes. Origi-
nally designed to be applied at the national level, the diamond model has 
been widely used for describing processes on the regional and local scales 
(Asheim et al., 2006). 

According to several researchers (Malmberg and Maskell, 2002; Asheim 
et al., 2006), cluster theory extends agglomeration theory, as the emergence 
of clusters cannot be explained solely by classic transaction cost reduction 
arguments (see previous section). The main feature of clusters is the idea that 
firms that are co-located are also tightly networked and engaged in reciprocal 
relations to some degree (Simmie, 2006; Swann, 2006). 

Indeed, according to Gertler and Wolfe (2006), it is the importance of so-
cial interaction between cluster members and its effect on creating enhanced 
institutional proximity (i.e., shared norms and values that promote the bond-
ing process) between actors. According to other researchers, the strong rela-
tions between cluster firms create a “functionally defined industrial system” 
(Malmberg and Power, 2006, p56). Finally, the informal nature of contact 
among clustered firms creates a social environment that causes the exchange 
of information and knowledge to become a more fluid process (Malmberg 
and Power, 2006; Ter Wal and Boschma, 2011).  

The latter point on knowledge exchanges and innovation has arguably 
emerged as the key argument advanced in the literature for differentiating 
‘actual’ clusters from mere spatial gatherings of firms, which invoke local-
ised collective learning as a necessary mechanism for the transmission of 
tacit knowledge (Crévoisier, 2004; Ter Wal and Boschma, 2011, p920).  

Hence, cluster theory is grounded in the externalities that are linked to 
both spatial clustering and networking (i.e., strong linkages among actors). 
Furthermore, an important added value of the theory is its assumption of a 
causal relationship between cluster belonging and competitiveness (Martin 
and Sunley, 2003, p8). Furthermore, it may be conjectured that the enthusi-
asm for cluster theory relates to its theory-spanning character not only by 
spanning agglomeration theory (from economic geography) and social net-
work theory (developed in economic sociology) (Martin and Sunley, 2003) 
but also by bridging network theory and competition theory (Porter, 1998).  

Cracks in the theory? 
The original all-encompassing, nearly ‘universal’ nature of cluster theory has 
raised numerous criticisms from economic geographers, who have promptly 
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identified several conceptual inconsistencies and noted the difficulty of find-
ing empirical data that either contradict or confirm the theoretical claims. 
The present section presents three main avenues of criticism. 

Clusters and Competitiveness 
With cluster theory, Porter brought the issue of ‘competitiveness’ at the fore-
front of the debate on agglomeration economies applied at entities as diverse 
as individual firms and local business clusters to entire industries and nation-
states (Martin and Sunley, 2003, p14). In addition to the criticism of being 
overly broad, critics have also noted that cluster theory develop a rather 
normative argumentation; its circular reasoning in connecting clustering with 
competitiveness as examples of clusters are often perceived as de facto suc-
cess stories (Malmberg and Power, 2006, p57). Thus, it is unclear whether 
cluster thinking is a cause or effect of competitiveness (Simmie, 2006, 
p164).  

Empirically, there are debates as to how much the link between clusters 
and competitiveness can actually be shown. Indeed, Swann (2006, p256) 
claimed that there is indirect evidence that firms perform better when located 
in clusters, whereas Simmie (2006, p173) argued that firm clustering may 
not lead to enhanced competitiveness for individual firms. In this debate, 
Lechner and Leyronas’ argued that “performance within clusters is highly 
distributed: clusters are made up of high- and low-performing firms” (2011, 
p12), implying that clustering may enhance the performance of some (but 
not all) clustered firms. The heterogeneity in terms of firm performance 
within clusters is an important reason for the relative lack of evidence of 
significant differences in the average performance within and outside of 
clusters (Lechner and Leyronas, 2011, p12).  

Clusters and localised ties 
Another significant characteristic of Porter’s cluster is that it corresponds to 
“a form of network that occurs within a geographic location” (1998, p2269). 
A criticism of that particular point is that it considers clusters to be “isolated 
islands in the economy” (Martin and Sunley, 2003, p18), which appears to 
contrast with the understanding that has been emerging from subsequent 
literature.  

A main point of confusion originates from the normativity of cluster 
thinking that attempts to make the functional and geographical dimensions 
of firm networks coincide (Malmberg and Power, 2006). For instance, Sim-
mie questioned the pertinence of the assumption in cluster theory regarding 
strong localised ties because agglomeration theory already explains the ad-
vantages of co-localisation without making this assumption (Simmie, 2006, 
184). Furthermore, the body of empirical studies on clusters tends to show 
that there are rather modest levels of transactions occurring within clusters 
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and that most clustered firms remain primarily integrated in supply chain 
linkages reaching outside of the clusters (Malmberg and Power, 2006, p61).  

As a matter of consequence, critical voices have claimed that non-local 
ties and global connectivity actually play a major role in creating conditions 
for the competitiveness of clusters (Gertler and Wolfe, 2006; Malmberg and 
Power, 2006). Non-local ties are considered to be instrumental for firms to 
secure access to diverse areas of knowledge (Nooteboom, 2006, p147). 
Hence, one could argue that the success of clusters and their constituent 
firms is strongly linked to their capacity to channel and integrate relevant 
knowledge originating from various sources around the globe (Gertler and 
Wolfe, 2006, p222) and to their capacity to penetrate external markets 
(Simmie, 2006). 

Thus, although the argument that intra-cluster firm relations represent a 
central competitive advantage may remain valid, the competitiveness of 
clusters is also strongly defined by their capacity to reach other regional 
economies. In that respect, Simmie (2006) argued that connectivity in terms 
of transportation, ICT and business networks is an important factor in ex-
plaining the competitiveness of certain clusters.  

Dynamics in Clusters 
The final point of criticism of cluster theory refers to its lack of considera-
tion of dynamic aspects with respect to the functioning of clusters. Noote-
boom argued that the implementation of different networking strategies is 
necessary during the life-cycle of a cluster. In his own words, “in early de-
velopment there may be a relatively greater need for local embedding, 
whereas later development requires disembedding” (Nooteboom, 2006, 
p138). Moreover, cluster theory appears to support the idea that the success 
of clusters is self-perpetuating, but Martin and Sunley countered that these 
advantages “may erode with time” (2003, p18). Furthermore, certain authors 
have argued that the dominant focus on localised firm networks may lead to 
a ‘lock-in’ effect that may explain the decline of previously flourishing clus-
ters (Martin and Sunley, 2003; Simmie, 2006). In fact, to explain the lock-in 
effect of clusters, Nooteboom (2006, p141) argued that mature relations be-
tween firms tend to diminish innovative capacity over time. 

Cluster policies in peripheral regions? 
Asheim et al. acknowledged that ‘policy-makers at all levels have become 
eager to promote local business clusters’ (2006, p3), and similar debate ap-
pear to have reached sparsely populated and peripheral regions. Indeed, there 
is an increasing focus by both the research and policy community in the 
Nordic countries regarding the possible relevance of implementing cluster 
policies even in sparsely populated and peripheral business environments 
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(cf. Lundmark and Pettersson, 2012, for Sweden, and Karlsen, Isaksen and 
Spilling, 2011, for Norway).  

In this framework, peripheral regions are considered to be poorly 
equipped as incubators of such clusters; the lack of critical mass, scarce 
physical infrastructure, thin business-organisational structures and the gener-
ally long distances to primary markets are perceived as deterrents to the de-
velopment of cluster-based regional growth strategies (Tödtling and Trippl, 
2005, p1210; Lundmark and Pettersson, 2012, S49).  

This understanding that the geographic specificity of peripheral regions 
renders them ‘unfit’ for cluster initiatives is strongly anchored although clus-
ter theory does not define how geographically proximate firms need in order 
to benefit from cluster economies (Simmie, 2006). For instance, Dubois and 
Roto (2012) have highlighted that local clusterings of manufacturing firms 
can be observed in many sparsely regions (particularly in the Upper Norr-
land). Although these clusterings are less extensive than in urbanized re-
gions, previous studies have shown that they may nonetheless be important 
to the dynamism of the local economy (Johannisson et al., 2002; Nuur and 
Laestadius, 2010).  

Furthermore, the idea that peripheral regions are endemically ‘uncompeti-
tive’ and that they cannot incubate high-growth businesses remains perva-
sive in this discourse. Several studies have argued that these regions actually 
may host firms that are highly innovative and competitive, although they are 
less numerous and found less commonly in such regions compared with 
more urbanised contexts (Huggins and Johnston, 2009; Lagendijk and Lo-
rentzen, 2007; Virkkala, 2007).  

In that respect, more recent work has often argued that policies supporting 
the development of networks of peripheral firms should focus on the estab-
lishment of extra-local—including international—ties rather than on the 
scarcity of local opportunities for networking. Nonetheless, policymakers 
’endemically’ continue to overlook the importance of non-regional and glob-
al connections for the development of peripheral regions (Huggins and John-
ston, 2009).  

The new network paradigm in three debates 
More than two decades ago, Ward and Hite (1998) acknowledged that rural 
development theorists had not been able to propose scientific models that 
predicted how globalisation would affect the development of rural and pe-
ripheral regions. The sheer diversity of these territories in terms of geogra-
phy, human capital and natural assets makes such a task unlikely to be 
achieved. However, this lack of formalization in the rural growth debate 
should not be considered a sign that no growth prospects can be found in 
such territories. 
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Although urban regions are likely to continue to outperform rural and pe-
ripheral regions on average because they benefit from agglomeration econ-
omies, it is important to note that the corollary to ‘urban growth’ is not nec-
essarily de facto ‘rural decline’. I argue that development in peripheral re-
gions must be reconceptualised in relation to their own potential rather than 
being compared to urban regions.  

In that respect, the network approach to local development in the periph-
ery that I advocate and frame in this thesis elaborates on the “network capi-
tal” (Huggins and Johnston, 2010) that may be required by peripheral actors 
to engage in economic interactions in wider economic spaces. This rationale 
tends to be consistent with Ó Riain’s understanding that the mobilisation of 
relational assets has been a central mechanism for enabling regions to catch 
up to more established regions (Ó Riain, 2011). 

In this thesis, I argue that the extent to which such a network approach is 
a paradigm shift for the development of peripheral regions can be assessed 
through the recent effects of network thinking on three founding debates in 
economic geography: the understanding of what is core and what is periph-
ery, the interplay between the local and global scales, and the idea that prox-
imity refers to more than simply physical nearness.  

Debate 1: core and periphery  
The relationship between core and periphery is one of the founding themes 
of modern economic geography (Fujita and Thisse, 2009). Although it is an 
inherently geographical concept (Crone, 2012), ‘peripherality’ is considered 
a spatial theory that links geography and economic processes (Anderson, 
2000). Recently, Crone (2012) claimed that the traditional notion of periph-
erality focused on the idea that firms in peripheral regions are disadvantaged 
because of the long distance to main markets and the higher transportation 
costs for the shipment of their products.  

The traditional understanding of peripherality tends to portray it in terms 
of structural geographical structures, whereas Crone (2012) has suggested 
that a more contemporary view of this debate must acknowledge that periph-
erality is a relational concept, as ‘the periphery’ must be defined in relation 
to something else. In that respect, Anderson (2000) advocated that peripher-
ality refers to the condition of being at the edge of a communication system 
and to the perception of being marginalised and distant from decision-
making centres. This understanding of the core-periphery debate in terms of 
asymmetric power relations (Dicken, 2007, p11) has been strongly advocat-
ed in globalisation studies in which metropolitan areas and transnational 
corporations are perceived as dominant centres of command and control of 
the global economy (e.g., Sassen, 1991; Soja, 1999; Dicken et al., 2001; 
Dicken, 2007). In this framework, the periphery is understood as “subordi-
nate to the core” (Anderson, 2000, p92). This perception of subordination is 
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reinforced by the tendency for rural and peripheral regions to be primarily 
defined vis-à-vis a single, central market (Ward and Hite, 1998).  

The peripherality of certain rural regions is also thought to arise from 
their traditional economic profiles in nature-based industries. For Lorentzen, 
even large firms in peripheral regions have a weak position in global produc-
tion networks because of their role as commodity providers feeding global 
production chains, despite their worldwide reach. In that framework, SMEs 
that are located in peripheral regions appear to be in an even weaker posi-
tion, as the local economy is often dominated by larger actors in the capital-
intensive nature-based commodity industries (Young, 2010a).  

In conclusion, I argue that the emergence of a network paradigm has 
shifted the understanding of peripherality from referring to the ‘special’ rela-
tionship that a periphery enjoys with a single core market to the capacity of 
peripheral actors to position themselves in more complex webs of relations 
originating from multiple (more or less) distant markets. 

Debate 2: the local-global dichotomy  
The traditional perception of geographical scales is based on the integration 
between politically and historically defined territorial units in vertical and 
hierarchical order (e.g., international, EU, nation-state, region). The unfold-
ing process of globalisation has changed this understanding by additionally 
emphasising the importance of horizontal relations (i.e., relations among 
territories that are considered to be at identical hierarchical levels, such as 
nations, cities or regions). Hence, the global level takes form through a mul-
tiplicity of relational processes intertwined with geographical scales that are 
produced and reconfigured within sub-global spaces (Brenner, 1999, p44.). 
Thus, one characteristic of contemporary globalisation is the process of re-
gionalisation of economic exchanges, i.e. globalisation ‘in patches’. 

Indeed, concomitant to the perception of the weakening influence of the 
nation-state level, the ‘region’ has been thoroughly debated in economic 
geography as the main locus of global competitiveness (See Storper, 2002; 
Nijkamp, 2003; Ó Riain, 2011). In that respect, the local aspects of econom-
ic development may be related to features such as “labour, entrepreneurship, 
material and immaterial infrastructures, social culture and institutional 
framework” (Lorentzen, 2008, p535).  

A network-based approach assumes that socio-economic processes are no 
longer contained within specific territorial boundaries but instead are 
stretched and embedded within wider socio-economic and political relations 
(Scott, 2000; Lagendijk and Oinas, 2005; Lorentzen, 2008). The latter argu-
ably makes “any singular geographical scale […] an inadequate means for 
analysing the global economy because what we have in reality is a complex 
intermingling of different geographical scales (global, regional, national and 
local) in network formation and network processes” (Dicken et al., 2001, 
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p95). As a result, according to Rodríguez-Pose, “the investigation of net-
works has profoundly changed how economic development is thought as 
neither an endogenous nor an exogenous process but a process that makes 
irrelevant the ‘tyranny’ of scales” (2011, 349).  

Thus, the local milieu acts as an interface between global processes and 
individual economic actors, for instance, by fostering the dissemination of 
new external knowledge within the local economy (Lorentzen, 2008, 535). 
Endowed with different assets, different local milieux will thus respond dif-
ferently to similar global economic forces (Scott, 2000, p10).  

With respect to networks, it is increasingly understood that regional net-
works are functionally intertwined with international or global networks. 
Indeed, Lorentzen offers the following explanation:  

[I]ntegration into international and global networks plays an essential role in 
the continual renewal of regional networks. Yet small firms would not have 
access to global knowledge resources without the regional network. (Lo-
rentzen, 2008, p539) 
 
In the case of peripheral regions, this capacity to collectively develop re-

gional networks as necessary platforms to access extra-local resources is 
often underscored.  

Debate 3: new approaches to proximity  
The introductory chapter emphasised that the understanding of distance has 
progressively shifted from a purely physical notion to the complex interplay 
of social, technological and geographical factors (Young, 2006). Combined 
with recent theoretical advancements exploring new time-space relationships 
(Harvey, 1989), this shift has changed the perception of economic geogra-
phers with regard to the dominance of physical proximity in shaping eco-
nomic interactions (Rodríguez-Pose, 2011). According to Torre (2008), this 
shift has resulted in the relaxation of the constraint of geographical proximi-
ty.  

Emerging from this debate, two main modes of proximity dynamics are 
conceptualised, geographical proximity and organised proximity: “while 
geographical proximity is defined as spatial distance between actors, both in 
an absolute and relative meaning, organised proximity is associated with the 
closeness of actors in organisational terms” (Boschma, 2005, p63). Although 
this understanding addresses what proximity entails, it also simultaneously 
adds more complexity to the term organised proximity because it covers a 
multiplicity of relational processes (Torre and Gilly, 2000; Torre and Rallet, 
2005):  
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Boschma (2005, 62) distinguishes between four such conceptions: (i) cogni-
tive distance, related to exchanges in tacit knowledge; (ii) organizational dis-
tance, measuring the interdependencies among firms; (iii) social distance, or 
the similarities and differences in social context; and (iv) institutional dis-
tance, which is regulated by the existence or absence of similar institutions 
(Boschma, 2005, 63–65). (Rodríguez-Pose, 2011, p349) 
 
Organised proximity is considered to be relational in nature because it is 

considered detached from spatial configurations (Rallet, 2002; Rodríguez-
Pose, 2011) The interplay between geographical and organised proximities 
has received much attention recently in the economic geography literature. 
For instance, Lorentzen suggested that organised proximity processes are 
especially valuable among actors in the absence of geographical proximity, 
in which the former processes may substitute for the latter (2008, p541). 
Boschma (2005) acknowledged that geographical proximity may play a 
complementary role in inducing social, organisational, institutional and cog-
nitive proximity. This understanding was subsequently reprised by 
Rodríguez-Pose (2011), who suggested that physical distance can no longer 
be considered the dominant mechanism shaping the geography of economic 
interactions, although it remains an important driving factor.  

Another level of interplay between geographical and organised proximi-
ties arises when there is a temporal dimension to these dynamics. Indeed, 
Torre (2008) argued that the advantages arising from both organisational 
proximity and geographical proximity can be channelled through the organi-
sation of occasional meeting places, such as expos, conferences or seminars, 
which he labels as temporary geographical proximity.  

The debate on proximity dynamics indicates that relational processes may 
provide important leverage for economic development in the absence of 
geographical proximity, which is the case in sparsely populated and periph-
eral regions. Indeed, for Lagendijk and Oinas, this understanding that organ-
ised proximity “can work at a distance endorses the notion of a network-
based topology of space” (2005, p16).  

How do small peripheral firms network? 
The spatial configurations of business network propounded in the economic 
geography literature—whether talking about clusters, industrial districts, 
territorial innovation systems or regional milieux—may be generally la-
belled as territorialised network models. All of these configurations invoke 
strong localised networks and partnerships as the main drivers of local eco-
nomic development. Although some important nuances may exist between 
these models, they are similar in the sense that they consider that the exist-
ence of agglomeration economies—in the form of a dense pattern of co-



 38 

localised firms—a necessary precondition for the development of efficient 
business network structures. Thus, these network arrangements become a 
means of optimising the economic development potential that is inherent to 
agglomeration. Meanwhile, the literature acknowledges the importance of 
new knowledge that is sourced from extra-local partners as a key driver of 
growth and innovation for local firms, as shown in the previous section. 
Thus, it becomes clear that social relations and economic exchanges should 
no longer be considered to be occurring within defined territorial boundaries, 
whether in a locality, a region or even a nation.  

In this thesis, I argue that these territorialised network models do not pro-
vide a relevant conceptual framework for understanding the emergence of 
network arrangements in peripheral regions because they rely on co-
localisation as a necessary condition. In a seminal contribution, Murdoch 
(2000) acknowledged that the establishment of a network paradigm for rural 
development must consider the particular nexus of economic, social, cultural 
and natural conditions that are found in peripheral and rural settings. A fun-
damental difference is that the absence of agglomeration economies in pe-
ripheral settings indicates that network arrangements in those regions must 
compensate for the lack of geographical proximity (rather than consolidating 
it, as in denser contexts) by developing relational processes that are compat-
ible with the existing socio-economic structures and characteristics of these 
regions. With the notion of embeddedness as a conceptual thread, the 
framework developed in this section considers the salient characteristics that 
a network approach to development in peripheral regions must feature.  

Social capital and rural networking 
A classic observation in the case of rural and peripheral regions is the im-
portance of social capital as a founding element of the rural ‘competitive 
advantage’. Social capital can be considered an eminently relational concept, 
as it emerges from the web of social relations that occur within a particular 
milieu and acts as a common community resource. Indeed, the high level of 
trust and ‘bonding social capital’ is believed to characterise the network 
behaviour of rural communities (Young, 2010a) among local actors due to 
the tightly knit nature of rural social relations. In a recent review of the con-
cept that focused on its relevance for regional development issues, Edward 
Malecki highlighted two particular features of social capital:  

[S]ocial capital explicitly represents the overlap between the social and eco-
nomic spheres of human life (Malecki, 2012, 1025)  
 
[T]he importance of social capital for development and growth requires a fo-
cus on the group rather than on the individual […] it is unclear on which scale 
or level of analysis we should focus. (Malecki, 2012, 1025)  
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The first feature emphasises the nature of social capital as the interplay 
between the social and economic spheres of personal interactions emerging 
from these territories, whereas the second feature highlights the abilities of 
social capital to foster organisational proximity, to enhance group building 
among peripheral actors and to have a foreseeable effect on development and 
growth processes. An important conclusion deriving from social capital is 
that social relations may prove to be an important asset for rural communi-
ties as a basis for the development of wider economic interactions. However, 
social capital (much like cluster thinking) tends to focus primarily on strong 
local relations within the community without addressing the issue of how it 
can be used by actors to reach out to extra-local business communities, 
which is the main development challenge in peripheral regions, as discussed 
earlier.  

In my understanding, a network approach must be grounded on a notion 
that both conceptualises the importance of social relations in economic de-
velopment processes and enables these processes to occur either in close 
proximity or over long distances. The notion of embeddedness fulfils these 
requirements. 

A historical account of ‘embeddedness’  
Hess (2004) traced the notion of embeddedness to the work of Polanyi, an 
economist. Although never explicitly referring to ‘embeddedness’, Polanyi 
established the main elements of its theoretical foundation grounding subse-
quent research work using the notion. A central argument raised by Polanyi 
was that trade relations based on reciprocity are embedded in relations that 
involve trust and confidence between actors (Hess, 2004). The subsequent 
understanding was that market societies are influenced by non-economic 
institutions and that market relations are socially and institutionally con-
structed (Hess, 2004).  

The notion of embeddedness became popular four decades after the semi-
nal works of Polanyi as a result of the work of the economic sociologist 
Mark Granovetter, whose core contribution lies in his skilful conceptualisa-
tion of the articulation between social structures and economic behaviour in 
modern market societies. He argued that transactions do not occur in a ‘so-
cial vacuum’ in the sense that trade relations are never fully anonymous 
(Granovetter, 1985, p495). Granovetter (1985, p490) further argued that 
social relations and inter-personal networks are important to generate trust 
among trade partners and may discourage attempts at malfeasance (i.e., by 
showing that economic relations would not be reciprocally beneficial). Thus, 
for Granovetter, market relations are achieved through a combination of 
transactional and collaborative processes. This observation will prove to be 
especially important for the methodology of this thesis. 
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Following Granovetter’s work, the notion of embeddedness gained signif-
icant momentum in the business-organisational literature. The contribution 
of this strand of social sciences to the embeddedness debate has been its 
efforts to clarify this rather fuzzy notion. In that respect, Hess acknowledged 
that “one of the best-known categorisations that extended Granovetter's al-
legedly narrow concept is Zukin and DiMaggio's (1990: 15-23) classification 
of cognitive, cultural, structural and political embeddedness mechanisms” 
(2004, p171). By conceptualising the different mechanisms through which 
‘social’ and ‘economic’ aspects interact more thoroughly, this strand of liter-
ature makes a substantial qualitative contribution that has advanced the theo-
retical foundation of embeddedness in social sciences. 

Another important contribution to the business-organisational literature is 
providing original empirical works that investigate the problem of embed-
dedness in situ. Such seminal studies include the investigations of inter-firm 
interactions in the New York garment industry performed by Brian Uzzi 
(1996; 1997), who advanced an important conceptual argument linking the 
structure of networks and the level of performance of organisations, i.e., 
positive to a certain point (see the section on ‘lock-in’ syndrome). Moreover, 
Uzzi argued that a balance between embedded (i.e., collaborative) ties based 
on strong social interaction and arm's-length (i.e., purely trade-based) net-
works is necessary to reach higher levels of organisational performance (Uz-
zi, 1997). In my understanding, these observations of embedded processes 
within defined geographical contexts have become a stepping stone for the 
subsequent inclusion of embeddedness in the field of economic geography.  

When embeddedness becomes spatial 
The original conceptualisation of embeddedness by Granovetter did not 
make reference to space, geographical scale or place. Nonetheless, Lo-
rentzen acknowledged that “geographers have been inspired by notions of 
embeddedness as a way to link economy and place” (2008, p537). According 
to Hess (2004), the ‘spatial turn’ of embeddedness corresponds to attempts 
by economic geographers to make the notion ‘fit’ with previous spatial theo-
ries that have been developed in the field, which has been problematic from 
a conceptual vantage point.  

According to Hess (2004, p173-174), the earlier use of embeddedness in 
economic geography, including the work of Dickens and Thrift (1992), 
aimed to articulate the role of the historical socio-economic legacy of a terri-
tory in affecting the manner in which local actors ‘do business’, whereas 
subsequent works have spatialized the socially embedded aspect of econom-
ic interactions by conceptualising such processes as territorially-bounded 
phenomena.  

Hess deems that the latter point has resulted in an “over-territorialisation 
of the notion in the sense that it proposed local networks and localised social 
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relationships as the spatial logic of embeddedness” (2004, p174). This focus 
on the local inertia of embeddedness appears to correspond to the nexus of 
three core theoretical arguments made in economic geography: the im-
portance of localised external economies of scale in production systems, the 
role of local institutions and regional cultures as incubators and facilitators 
of economic development, and the role of spatial proximity as a condition 
for trust building among actors (Hess, 2004, 174). 

Hess (2004) argued that this rather normative interpretation of embed-
dedness arises from the eagerness of geographers to make the network em-
beddedness and territorial embeddedness phenomena coincide spatially.  

First, network embeddedness characterises the structure of the set of rela-
tions in which an organisation is engaged, regardless of any type of geo-
graphical localisation or association of networked actors (Hess, 2004, p177). 
Network embeddedness, which represents the overall engagement of an ac-
tor in networks, has a spatial manifestation that may also frequently extend 
outside of the local context, as, in the words of Nijkamp, “many networks 
may have a local character, but may also extend towards global levels” 
(2003, p402).  

Second, territorial embeddedness considers the extent to which an organ-
isation is anchored in relations with actors located within defined geograph-
ical places (Hess, 2004, p177). Territorial embeddedness is closely related to 
the milieu approach that has been developed in regional sciences. For in-
stance Michael Storper acknowledged that “the milieu is something like a 
territorial version of […] the ‘embeddedness’ of social and economic pro-
cesses” (2002, p203). However, even this territorial understanding cannot be 
reduced to its local or regional manifestation. Indeed, firms also belong to 
regional, national and even international territories (e.g., the EU) that shape 
their behaviour through shared norm and values—sometimes to an even 
greater extent than the local context. This view is corroborated by Lagendijk 
and Oinas, who remarked that “events, relationships and processes that are 
relevant for local development may actually take place on scales other than 
the local” (2005, p11).  

As a main criticism to this local bias of the embeddedness discourse, Lo-
rentzen argued that the relatively strong momentum of territorial innovation 
theories in modern economic geography and regional sciences, which tends 
“to equal the embeddedness of firms in networks with the territorial location 
of firms and networks” (2008, p537), has contributed to “an exaggeration of 
the role of local-regional networks and a disregard of possible networks and 
linkages on other spatial scales” (2008, p537). 

The ‘lock-in’ syndrome and the ‘strength of weak ties’  
An important legacy of the business-organisational literature on embed-
dedness discussed earlier in this chapter relates to the identification of a cor-
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relation between the degree of embeddedness of an organisation (e.g., a 
firm) and its level of performance. In particular, Uzzi’s study of embedded 
relations among firms in the garment industry in Manhattan concluded that 
embedded relationships between firms are beneficial for firms and organisa-
tions up to a certain point (Uzzi, 1997); thus, beyond a certain level, embed-
ded relationships become counter-productive to organisational performance.  

In the same vein, Nooteboom subsequently argued that optimal cognitive 
distance, which measures the degree of alignment of thoughts, experiences 
and practices between different organisations, is reached at the maximum of 
an inverted U-shaped relationship between learning performance and cogni-
tive distance (Nooteboom, 2006). Large cognitive distance typically induces 
novelty, whereas cognitive proximity fosters trust and enhances the likeli-
hood of inter-organisational relations to jointly achieve shared goals (Noote-
boom, 2000; Nooteboom, 2004).  

In economic geography, this phenomenon has been known as the risk of 
‘lock-in’ (Hess, 2004; Boschma, 2005). Similar to earlier works by Uzzi and 
Nooteboom, Boschma (2005) argued that the relationship between firm em-
beddedness and innovative performance takes the shape of an inverted U-
shaped curve: “the more embedded economic relationships, the better the 
economic performance of a firm up to a certain threshold, after which ad-
verse impacts arise because of lock-in” (Boschma, 2005, p70). He conjec-
tured that the risk of lock-in results from an endemic lack of openness of 
regional actors that are overly inward looking, which weakens their learning 
and innovative capacity and diminishes their ability to engage in strategic 
development steps (Boschma, 2005, p70). 

The theoretical arguments that are necessary to avoid the ‘lock-in’ dead-
end were introduced by Granovetter himself in a work preceding the work 
on embeddedness. According to Atterton in his 1973 article titled ‘The 
strength of weak ties’, 

Granovetter distinguishes between strong ties characterized by high levels of 
trust and weak ties which provide more valuable, non-redundant information. 
[…] Weak ties can act as bridges between existing network groups and Gran-
ovetter (1973, p. 1378) concludes that weak ties are indispensable to individu-
als’ opportunities (the ‘strength of weak ties’ argument). (Atterton, 2007, 
p229) 
 
The risk of lock-in is caused by network configurations that are based on-

ly on strong ties, which eventually leads to knowledge redundancy and 
group thinking (Knoben and Oerlemans, 2012). Granovetter’s idea of ‘the 
strength of weak ties’ does not dismiss the importance of strong ties; rather, 
this notion emphasises the need for a network to combine both types because 
their respective benefits tend to complement and reinforce one another. An 
important understanding with respect to this strong/weak dichotomy of net-
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work ties is that it does not relate solely to the intensity of the relations but 
also pertains to the distinctive nature of each network type (i.e. a strong tie is 
not always enjoyed with high frequency). 

In that respect, Lorentzen clarified the fundamental distinction between 
the two types of network ties and the distinct benefits that they bring to or-
ganisations:  

Strong ties are intense relations between agents of great similarity. They offer 
great depth of knowledge but little diversity of knowledge. Only weak ties can 
offer the access to diverse information. (…) Empirically, it has been shown 
that weak signal networks trigger technological innovation (Julien et al. 2004: 
266–267). Weak tie networking can, therefore, be considered an important en-
trepreneurial behaviour. (…) So, weak tie networking and the use of non-
redundant ties is crucial for the sourcing of new and unique information, 
which again is beneficial for the development and renewal of the firm. (Lo-
rentzen, 2008, 541-542) 
 
In particular, the assumed benefits of weak ties relate to ‘clique-spanning’ 

(Glückler, 2007) potential, which refers to the capacity to bridge across ex-
isting coherent, socially embedded groupings of actors. Again, Granovetter’s 
conceptualisation of strong and weak ties lacked a spatial connotation. Even 
economic geographers such as Glückler (2007) and Lorentzen (2008) have 
emphasised that strong and weak ties cannot be categorised in spatial terms, 
as both may be either spatially near or distant.  

However, the debate on ‘lock-in’ and ‘the strength of weak ties’ was spa-
tialized by economic geographers by creating a conceptual dichotomy be-
tween strong local ties and weak extra-local or global ties, which is artfully 
captured in the ‘local buzz and global pipelines’ metaphor (Bathelt et al., 
2004). In those terms, the spatial ‘lock-in’ that results from excessively 
strong local or regional embeddedness may benefit from the positive exter-
nalities that are induced by trans-local linkages (Hess, 2004; Boschma, 
2005), particularly by enabling firms to capture global opportunities (Oinas, 
1997).  

The latter understanding constituted a springboard for conceptualising the 
benefits of non-local ties as a means of improving the competitiveness 
(Oinas, 2002) and innovative capacity (Knoben and Oerlemans, 2012) of 
firms. Lorentzen extended this argument by stating that “network research 
suggests that important network ties are neither close nor local, as suggested 
by the territorialising innovation theories. Most beneficial are network ties 
that are weak and global”2 (2008, p542).  

Lorentzen’s bold claim grasps an important conceptual shift in how busi-
ness networks are conceptualised and investigated empirically. Hence, the 

                                                      
2 The emphasis in the quote has been added by the author of the current study. 
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extent to which a firm is able to establish extra-local ties, i.e., to “reach out 
to the global” (Young, 2010, p839), is considered to be a strong driver for 
understanding firm development. This ability is arguably even more critical 
in the case of small peripheral firms, as these firms theoretically have the 
weakest position with respect to external connectivity. 

Previous findings on business networks and embeddedness in 
peripheral regions  
Not surprisingly, the notions of business networks and embeddedness have 
arguably played an important role in reviving the conceptual debate on pe-
ripherality in economic geography by providing a new vantage point from 
which to analyse how peripheral actors are situated in contemporary eco-
nomic processes:  

Previous research has emphasized the issue of embeddedness as a contributing 
factor in business process (Whittington, 1992; North and Smallbone, 1996; 
Uzzi, 1997; Dacin et al., 1999). Jack and Anderson (2002) suggest that em-
beddedness plays an integral role in entrepreneurial processes for rural small 
businesses. Moreover, local embeddedness, through accumulation of local 
knowledge and assessment of opportunities, can offset limitations of the envi-
ronment (Chell and Baines, 2000) and equips rural businesses with stronger 
contextual competitive advantage and sustainability (Jack and Anderson, 
2002). (Anderson et al., 2010, p47) 
 
[T]he notions of embeddedness and business networks are attractive to rural 
scholars because they establish both that place matters and that rural places 
possess special assets that allow them to overcome disadvantages of location 
and size. (Young, 2010b, p394)  

 
However, few studies have actually undertaken the task of empirically in-

vestigating such networks. The existing studies (Atterton, 2007; Fløysand 
and Sjøholt, 2007; Young, 2010a, 2010b) have typically focused on the dual 
objective of confirming that local embeddedness is a central socio-economic 
process bringing together local economic agents in peripheral regions and of 
understanding how peripheral actors are able to establish extra-local ties 
over long distances despite their locational disadvantages.  

These studies indeed confirm the importance of locally embedded rela-
tions as a developmental condition in peripheral regions. For instance, in her 
study of local business communities in the Highlands and Islands, a periph-
eral and sparsely populated region of Scotland that is comparable to North-
ern Scandinavia (see Dubois and Roto, 2012), Atterton (2007) found that the 
most remote communities, compared with other communities, tend to devel-
op networks that are essentially turned towards informal, locally-based so-
cial relations and to have a less open attitude towards the establishment of 
extra-local ties. Observing that remote communities tend to be less vibrant 
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than communities that are closer to regional centres, Atterton (2007, p233) 
conjectured that remote communities are more likely to be subject to the 
risks of over-embeddedness and lock-in and that an overly embedded rural 
milieu may prove detrimental to firm development in the long term.  

Given these results, studies investigating small firm networks in peripher-
al contexts have conjectured that the establishment of extra-local ties is ben-
eficial for generating new opportunities and leverage effects for peripheral 
local economies (Fløysand and Sjøholt, 2007; Young, 2010a, 2010b). In a 
study of Northern Norway, Fløysand and Sjøholt emphasised that extra-local 
trade networks have “made the industry global in its embeddedness” (2007, 
p233). This phrase from Fløysand and Sjøholt is central to the elaboration of 
this thesis’s conceptual framework: the internationalisation of trade networks 
is accompanied by a move towards the geographical expansion of socially 
embedded relations emerging from peripheral regions.  

These studies tend to show that the local and extra-local dimensions of 
business networks are not opposed to one another; rather, such studies em-
phasise their complementary functions in small firm networks and the signif-
icance of their interplay. Thus, Fløysand and Sjøholt (2007, p233) defined an 
entrepreneurial peripheral region as a region with actors that are simultane-
ously locally embedded and oriented towards larger external markets. Fol-
lowing the same line of reasoning with empirical results from western Cana-
da, Young (Young, 2010b, p405) conjectured that local networks and re-
sources are instrumental in enabling firms to penetrate and maintain their 
presence in extra-local markets. This notion acknowledges the idea that the 
successful extra-localisation of small peripheral firms is strongly related to 
the efficacy of local relational processes. In a reverse argument, Young 
(2010b, p403-404) posited that locally oriented firms have also developed 
important extra-local networks that enable them to retain their competitive 
edge in local markets.  

Clearly, these studies emphasise that network strategies in peripheral re-
gions must efficiently combine the traditional advantages of localised net-
works with an extra-local orientation. In practice, the findings indicate that 
the traditional cohesiveness characterising peripheral communities must 
coincide with a more open attitude towards external—particularly interna-
tional—partnerships. Thus, the capacity of small peripheral firms to mobilise 
adequate relational resources originating from multiple geographical con-
texts becomes central to achieve this goal. As a matter of consequence, At-
terton advocated the following:  

[Networks can] help to overcome some of the disadvantages of a peripheral 
location by serving as a means of achieving economies of scale (for example, 
in accessing distant markets) or as a source of support, information and 
knowledge (especially given the absence of more formal information sources 
in many sparsely populated areas). (Atterton, 2007, p230) 



 46 

However, studies of small firm networking in peripheral regions have also 
noted that considerable challenges remain for the future. For example, in his 
survey of local businesses in Port Hardy (Canada), Young (2010a, p852) 
showed that a great majority of SMEs are not interested in or capable of 
engaging with extra-local markets. This conclusion is consistent with the 
perception of firms in peripheral regions as traditionally inward looking with 
respect to the local market despite its small size and limited economic pro-
spects. Young’s conclusion is that physical distance and relative geograph-
ical isolation still act as an obstacle for rural SMEs to grasp global opportu-
nities and to gain wide access extra-local markets (2010a, p852). Moreover, 
he argued that connections to distant markets are deemed tenuous, asymmet-
rical and too demanding in terms of internal managerial resources to be sus-
tained over a longer period of time even by those small peripheral firms that 
actually manage to penetrate such markets (Young, 2010a, 851).  

Thus, the geographical expansion of small firm networks towards extra-
local markets may thin out even more with their limited network capital. In 
addition, because it is difficult to determine a priori which ties may become 
the most beneficial (Nooteboom, 2006), it may be challenging for small pe-
ripheral firms to identify such key extra-local ties on their own.  

In contrast with Young’s conclusion, which may appear to support the 
unsustainable nature of small firm networks in peripheral regions, I view the 
current situation as a call to engage a broader debate on the potential role of 
public or semi-public organisations in facilitating and supporting the emer-
gence and maintenance of inter-firm networks that reach out both within and 
outside of such regions (cf. North and Smallbone, 2006; Huggins and John-
ston, 2009; Huggins and Williams, 2011; O’Gorman and Evers, 2011). This 
perspective is more widely discussed and analysed in the fourth paper. 

Summary: the stretching and embedding of networks of small 
firms in the periphery  
A recurring question in economic geography asks whether globalisation has 
triggered an irreversible process of disembedded local economies (cf Hess, 
2004). However, it has recently become more widely understood that eco-
nomic interactions remain deeply embedded in particular places and territo-
ries although they indeed extend across geographical space and over longer 
distances (Dicken et al., 2001). For small peripheral firms whose locally 
embedded relations clearly remain important, embeddedness should be un-
derstood as a multi-local phenomenon (i.e., the combined process of the 
geographical stretching and re-embedding of firms into distant local econo-
mies through increased extra-local ties). In this thesis, this process is termed 
trans-local embeddedness (cf. Paper I).  
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This geographical stretching of business networks does not indicate that 
localised networks have become obsolete and irrelevant. In his work aimed 
at framing the relational processes of small peripheral firms, Young appro-
priately claimed that “globalisation starts at home” (2010b, p405). This af-
firmation concisely emphasises the idea that local networks remain an im-
portant asset that small peripheral firms must mobilise to reach external 
markets and consolidate their competitiveness. For instance, there is evi-
dence that information and communication technologies (whose develop-
ments are emblematic of contemporary globalisation) improves the ability of 
economic agents to coordinate initiatives and exchange information locally 
before fostering their connectivity to extra-local markets (Galloway et al., 
2011). Thus, the present research considers global engagement and local 
embeddedness as intertwined relational processes for the development of 
peripheral regions.  
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3. Methods and data 

Each paper of this thesis contains a thorough description and explanation of 
the specific methods and data that are used in the empirical analysis. To pro-
vide a broad empirical basis for the thesis, each paper uses different empiri-
cal methods that investigate various dimensions of small firm networking in 
the case study region. This section proposes a more general overview of 
these methodological considerations underlying this work.  

The research context: DERREG project 
The main bulk of data used in this thesis was compiled in the framework of 
the DERREG (Developing Europe's Rural Regions in the Era of Globaliza-
tion) project, which was financed by the European Commission through its 
research programme, the 7th Framework Programme under the socio-
economic sciences and humanities strand. The project was coordinated by 
Professor Michael Woods (Aberystwyth University, Wales), and it combines 
research teams from seven different countries over a three-year period (2009 
to 2011). The project was structured along four thematic working packages: 
one on business networks, one on international migration, one on environ-
mental impact and one on governance and learning regions. The empirical 
work was conducted in 10 case studies of rural and peripheral regions across 
Europe. 

The Nordregio team consisted of Andrew Copus (senior research fellow), 
Moa Hedström (research assistant) and myself. Nordregio assumed the over-
all responsibility on WP1 (global engagement and local embeddedness of 
rural businesses), which involved the work of elaborating the conceptual 
framework to be used in the WP, developing the methodological aspects of 
the work, supporting the WP partners when applying the methodology, con-
firming the quality and consistency of the empirical material and findings 
across the case studies, and conducting the empirical work for the Swedish 
case study. In this specific WP, the empirical work was performed in five 
case study regions: Upper Norrland (Sweden), Jihomoravský kraj (Czech 
Republic), Goriška (Slovenia), Westerkwartier (the Netherlands) and Alytus 
(Lithuania). The empirical material that is presented in this thesis has been 
produced in that framework.  
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Methodological considerations 

General considerations 
The methodology developed in the framework of WP1 of the DERREG pro-
ject involved the collection of empirical material during three sequential 
stages: 

- The first stage aimed to collect data on the networking behaviour of 
small firms through an electronic survey. For each of the five case 
study regions, the quantified objective was to collect 50 usable ques-
tionnaires. 

- The second stage aimed to provide more qualitative information on 
the motivations and benefits of network behaviour by performing 
semi-structured face-to-face interviews with approximately 15 of the 
SME managers who responded to the survey. As didactic support for 
the interview, each manager was required to complete an actor map 
aimed at plotting and assessing the importance of the firm’s main 
network partners with respect to their type (e.g., national customer or 
small regional firm) and the perceived benefits of the relationship 
(e.g., improving market position or developing new products). 

- The third stage aimed to provide a greater contextual understanding 
of small firm networking. This objective was achieved by interview-
ing key representatives of public organizations facilitating and sup-
porting the small firm networking in each region (approximately 10 
brokers interviewed). 

Electronic survey and the gathering of perception data 
As discussed above, data measuring the networking behaviour of small firms 
were gathered using an electronic questionnaire. The questionnaire directly 
targeted SME managers. The objective for such a survey was to obtain a 
first-hand assessment of the extent to which small firms are engaged in dif-
ferent types of relations with other actors. Whereas such perception data may 
be considered subjective, its added value is derived from its capacity to char-
acterise and empirically assess what Shaw (2006) designated as the relation-
al environment within which small firms are embedded. 

The survey data explore the structure of business networks and ignore or-
ganisational, temporally and spatial dynamics related to network creation (cf. 
Hoang and Antoncic, 2003). Insights regarding such dynamics are compiled 
using qualitative data (interviews and mind maps) with selected actors in 
subsequent stages of the empirical work. 

The use of either postal or electronic surveys as a means of collecting 
“self-reported data” (Lechner and Dowling, 2003) at the firm level to pro-
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vide a quantitative assessment of the intensity of network ties is standard 
procedure in business-organisational and economic geography studies (e.g., 
Malecki and Veldhoen, 1993; Huggins, 2001; Johannisson, Ramirez-Pasillas 
and Karlsson, 2002; Oerlemans and Meeus, 2005; Lechner, Dowling and 
Welpe, 2006; Andreosso-O'Callaghan and Lenihan, 2008; Huggins and 
Johnston, 2009; Huggins and Johnston, 2010). If this procedure generates 
first-hand accounts of the networking activities of small firms, the generali-
zation of these results to the wider regional context is more difficult, as it is 
extremely sensitive to the size and representativeness of the sample of firms. 
Hence, the results generated by the survey must be benchmarked with the 
results of previous studies and corroborated through more qualitative pro-
cesses (e.g., interviews). 

In the questionnaire, the managers were not asked to assess the extent of 
their ties with specific individual actors but rather to assess their network 
engagement with a predefined set of ‘actor groups’; this procedural aspect is 
a clear departure from previous studies. Thus, rather than focusing on the 
networking story of firms with identified partners, the questionnaire facili-
tates an exploration and analysis of the existence of a meta-structure of small 
firm networking in the case study region.  

In practical terms, business networks were analysed according to three 
main strands of network behaviour: transaction linkages, collaborative ties, 
and relations with institutional and societal actors. These three types cover 
the full range of network linkages that are typically encountered in the litera-
ture. Transaction linkages were characterised in terms of market penetration. 
Collaborative ties were introduced as non-market relations with other firms 
(SMEs, large firms and multinationals) with the overall aim of exchanging 
information that feeds into the product and market development of firms. 
Institutional and societal actors comprised educational centres, public agen-
cies, trade or sectoral organisations, and business consultants.  

Within each category, the actors were grouped according to geographical 
scale (regional, national, European and other parts of the world). The distinc-
tion among the regional, national and international spaces has recently been 
used in research whose scope is similar that that of this thesis (cf. Doran et 
al., 2012). The perception data assumed two primary forms in the question-
naire. With regard to buyer-supplier relations, the respondents were asked to 
assess the percentage of the volume of their respective sales and supplies 
that originated from the four geographical scales that we defined. With re-
spect to collaborative relations with other firms and with societal actors, the 
respondents were asked to assess these relations on a Likert-type scale grad-
ed from 0 (no interaction) to 4 (highly intense interaction). A Likert-type 
scale enables the measurement of a qualitative phenomenon that may be 
difficult to measure otherwise. Likert-scale results also have the advantage 
of being computable in a straightforward manner using adapted descriptive 
or exploratory statistical methods (see the following sections). 
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The design of the survey is aligned with the intentions expressed in the 
conceptual framework, as it aimed to illustrate the importance of different 
proximity dynamics in small firm networking. Indeed, the use of a design 
cross-feeding network types with geographical belonging emphasises the 
role of spatial proximity in the development of business networks compared 
with other considerations, such as the type of actors with which relations are 
established and maintained, much in line with the approach adopted by 
Knoben and Oerlemans (2012, p1007). Furthermore, the use of the Likert-
type scale for measuring the ‘intensity of interaction’ provides an assessment 
of the degree of organised proximity between a firm and its business part-
ners. In that respect, the methodology used in this thesis focuses on matters 
that are at the core of the discipline of economic geography.  

Firm sampling3  
In the Upper Norrland case study, the sampling of firms was performed in 
two steps.  

The first step of the empirical study was to identify the sample of firms 
that would be targeted by our electronic survey. An extract of the Affärsdata 
database of registered Swedish limited companies was performed using the 
following criteria: each firm should have more than five and fewer than 50 
employees (to match the EU definition of small companies), and the firm 
must be located in sparsely populated or ‘near-urban’ municipalities of the 
counties of Västerbotten and Norrbotten (using the nomenclature of the for-
mer Swedish Agency for Rural Development, Glesbygdsverket). All activity 
sectors, except agriculture, were considered in this sampling method. As a 
result, using the Affärsdata database of registered Swedish businesses, we 
established a list of 800 businesses corresponding to the requirements.  

The second step consisted of directly contacting the firms by telephone to 
request their participation in the survey. SME managers were contacted until 
the number of returned questionnaires reached 50, which was the quantified 
objective established for this particular phase of the DERREG project, after 
which the research team ceased contacting new firms. The companies that 
were contacted were those for which the product offering was deemed to be 
potentially non-local (i.e., companies with the potential to sell products or 
services outside of the local economy). This criterion is important because 
the current study is particularly interested in investigating the extent to 
which small peripheral firms are able to reach out to extra-regional actors. 
The contact process followed the same pattern: each company manager was 

                                                      
3 I would like to express my gratitude to Moa Hedström and Tania Stålhe (who were both 
research assistants at Nordregio at that time) for their valuable assistance in collecting the 
questionnaires, as they exerted substantial effort in contacting the firms by phone. 
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asked if he/she would like to participate in the survey; if the manager agreed, 
then the electronic survey was sent to his/her email address. Ultimately, 47 
useable questionnaires were collected for the Upper Norrland case study. 

The number of responses used as the basis for analysis in the different pa-
pers varies because of the changing scope of each paper: Paper I provides an 
international comparison of the responses collected in five rural regions of 
Europe (N=187), Paper II analyses the full sample of useable questionnaires 
received from Norrland (N=47) and Paper III analyses the responses provid-
ed by manufacturing small firms in Upper Norrland (N=26). 

Although the sample size for the Upper Norrland case study may seem 
limited, Huggins and Johnston, in their survey-based analysis of business 
networks in England, emphasised that 50 observations is standard in survey-
based and case study-oriented network studies (2009, p 237-238).  

Table 1 presents the main characteristics of the responding firms. The vast 
majority of the sampled firms are independent firms (i.e., they are not part of 
a larger industrial group). The most represented activity sectors are manufac-
turing (26); agricultural, fishing and forestry (6); and professional, scientific 
and technical Activities (4). Small firms (between 10 and 49 employees) 
constitute 60% of the firms, whereas 35% are micro firms (fewer than ten 
employees), and 5% are medium-sized firms (50 or more employees). With 
respect to the structure of ownership, the majority of firms (39) are inde-
pendent, five firms belong to national groups and two firms belong to inter-
national groups. 

Analysing survey data 
The collection of survey data using a continuous numerical scale facilitates 
the treatment of the information using statistical analytical methodologies. 
Although such a procedure is not uncommon in the field of economic geog-
raphy (cf. Oerlemans and Meeus, 2005; Andreosso-O'Callaghan and Le-
nihan, 2008; Huggins and Johnston, 2009; Doran et al., 2012), it is more 
common in the business-organisational strand of the small firm network 
literature (cf. Coviello, 2005; Lechner, Dowling and Welpe, 2006; Lechner 
and Leyronas, 2011; O’Gorman and Evers, 2011). Such an approach inte-
grating the interpretation of qualitative data with its analysis using statistical 
methodologies is known as a mixed-method research approach (Coviello, 
2005). The relevance of such an approach for investigating small firm net-
works is that it draws on the benefits of qualitative methods that emphasise 
specific relational processes of network formation and maintenance and on 
quantitative approaches that highlight structures and patterns in network 
behaviour.  

Three of the four papers in this thesis use quantitative methods that have 
been applied to the collected network data. Each paper describes the most 
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important features of each method, and a concise overview is provided be-
low. 
 
Table 1. Main characteristics of responding firms 

Firm 
Code 

Location Groun
ded 

Ownership Branch** Firm 
Size*** 

SE_01* Pajala 1953 Independ. Firm Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fishing 

Small 

SE_02 Åsele 2002 National Group Manufacturing Small 

SE_03* Vindeln 1988 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_04 Pajala 1979 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_05 Ånäset 2003 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_06 Robertsfors 1999 Independ. Firm Construction Micro 

SE_07 Robertsfors 1999 Independ. Firm Professional, Scientific and 
Technical Activities 

Micro 

SE_09 Lycksele 2007 Independ. Firm Wholesale and retail trade Micro 

SE_10* Övertorneå 1985 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_11 Skellefteå 1940 Regional Group Manufacturing Small 

SE_12 Nordmaling 1954 Independ. Firm Transport and Storage Small 

SE_13 Pajala 1850 Independ. Firm Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fishing 

Micro 

SE_14 Kalix 2001 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_15 Vännäs 
kommun 

2004 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Micro 

SE_16 Robertsfors 1978 National Group Manufacturing Small 

SE_18 pajala 1997 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_19 Kalix 2009 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_20 Dorotea 1990 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_21 Arjeplog 1985 Independ. Firm Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fishing 

Small 

SE_23* Lycksele 1992 Independ. Firm Professional, Scientific and 
Technical Activities 

Micro 

SE_24 Pajala 1987 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_25 Robertsfors 1984 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Micro 

SE_26 Övertorneå 2007 Independ. Firm Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fishing 

Small 

SE_27 Pajala 1929 Independ. Firm Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fishing 

Small 

SE_28 Norsjö 1985 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_29* Lycksele 1967 National Group Manufacturing Small 

SE_30 Lycksele 1995 International 
Group 

Manufacturing Small 

SE_31* Kalix 1980 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Micro 

SE_32 Kalix 2002 National Group Professional, Scientific and 
Technical Activities 

Medium 

SE_33 Sorsele 1959 Independ. Firm Transport and Storage Small 
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SE_34 Luleå 1993 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_35* Vännäs 1985 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_36* Kalix 1995 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_37* Jokkmokk 2006 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Medium 

SE_38 Robertsfors 1998 Independ. Firm Information and Communica-
tion Activities 

Small 

SE_39 Kalix 2004 Independ. Firm Information and Communica-
tion Activities 

Micro 

SE_40* Arvidsjaur 1939 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Small 

SE_41 Storuman 1986 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Micro 

SE_42 Kalix 1997 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Micro 

SE_43 Haparanda 1987 International 
Group 

Manufacturing Small 

SE_44* Robertsfors 1998 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Micro 

SE_45 Gällivare 2010 Independ. Firm Manufacturing Micro 

SE_46 Kiruna 2003 Independ. Firm Professional, Scientific and 
Technical Activities 

Micro 

SE_47* Kalix 2006 Independ. Firm Energy Micro 

SE_48 Jokkmokk 1998 Independ. Firm Construction Micro 

SE_49* Lycksele 1995 National Group Information and Communica-
tion Activities 

Small 

SE_50* Lycksele 1987 Independ. Firm Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fishing 

Small 

* Interview with manager performed 
** According to the European NACE 2.2 Classification 
*** According to the EU DG Enterprise definition. Micro: from 0 to 9 employees; Small: from 
10 to 49 employees; Medium from 50 to 249 employees 

SME index of globalisation (Papers I and II) 
The SME index of globalisation is a typology of SMEs based on the degree 
of internationalisation of their sales and purchases. This index was originally 
developed by the OECD (1997) and has previously been applied to small 
firms in peripheral regions of Europe (Herdzina et al., 2004). In this thesis, 
an adapted version of this index is used to fit the transactional data that were 
collected in the survey.  

For each firm, the degree of internationalisation of inputs and outputs is 
calculated using the market penetration data at different geographical scales 
(i.e., regional, national, European and beyond) that were collected from the 
survey. This degree of internationalisation is graded on a five-stage scale, 
from low to high, according to the criteria presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Defining criteria for calculating the grading scale of the degree of interna-
tionalisation of inputs (purchases) and outputs (sales) of SMEs 

Degree of internationalisa-
tion 

Criteria used relative to percentages of inputs (outputs) sourced 
from different geographical contexts 

Low >80% of inputs (outputs) sourced regionally 

Medium Low >50% of inputs (outputs) sourced regionally AND  
<50% of inputs (outputs) sourced from other parts of Sweden 

Medium >50% of inputs (outputs) sourced from other parts of Sweden AND 
<10% of inputs (outputs) sourced from other parts of Europe 

Medium High >30% of inputs (outputs) sourced from other parts of Sweden AND 
10%-30% of inputs (outputs) sourced from other parts of Europe AND 
<10% of inputs (outputs) sourced outside of Europe 

High >30% of inputs (outputs) sourced from other parts of Europe AND 
>10% of inputs (outputs) sourced outside of Europe OR 
>40% of inputs (outputs) sourced outside of Sweden 

 
Table 3. Globalisation typology of small firms resulting in four levels of globalisa-
tion of small firms (numeric value refers to the number of firms)  

Index of globalization Criteria 

Regional firms 
(N=6) 

Degree of internationalisation of BOTH inputs AND outputs from low to 
medium low  

Domestic firms 
(N=12) 

Degree of internationalisation of inputs from low to medium AND 
Degree of internationalisation of outputs as medium;  
OR 

Degree of internationalisation of outputs from low to medium AND 
Degree of internationalisation of inputs as medium; 

Internationalised firms 
(N=19) 

Degree of internationalisation of inputs from low to medium AND 
degree of internationalisation of outputs from medium high to high;  
OR 
Degree of internationalisation of outputs from low to medium AND 
degree of internationalisation of inputs from medium high to high 

Strongly internationalised 
firms (N=10) 

Degree of internationalisation of BOTH inputs AND outputs from medi-
um high to high (N=10) 

 
For each firm, the two resulting scales (i.e., a scale for firm inputs and a 

scale for firm outputs) are crossed to produce a typology of small firms (see 
Table 3).The following four categories can be identified:  

- Strongly internationalised firms: firms with predominantly interna-
tional customers and suppliers 

- Internationalised firms: firms with an important share of either input 
or output networks sourced outside of Sweden  
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- Domestic firms: firms with their sales or purchases predominantly 
sourced in Sweden but outside of Upper Norrland 

- Regional firms: firms with most of their sales and purchases with 
partners in the Upper Norrland region 

 

(Social) Network Analysis (Paper I) 
According to Ter Wal and Boschma,  

Social network analysis techniques have been applied in an effort to examine 
the structure of interaction in regions and geographical clusters. […] Hence, 
social network analysis is viewed as a promising tool for future directions in 
regional research. That is, now that it is possible to empirically assess the 
structure of networks, new possibilities have arisen to investigate inter-
organizational interactions and their evolution over time in a more quantita-
tive manner. (Ter Wal and Boschma, 2009, p740) 
 
Geography studies using social network analysis techniques (e.g., Lech-

ner and Dowling, 2003; Giuliani, 2007) in the empirical methodology often 
aim to map the structure of relations existing among a set of identified firms, 
typically within a geographically defined industrial district or cluster. This 
methodology was considered to be unsuitable in the context of this research, 
as it overlooks the importance of ties that are developed with actors outside 
of local boundaries which can hardly be easily listed. Indeed, the ‘cluster-
like’ application of SNA techniques makes the prime assumption that local-
ised network linkages are those that are most central to the business net-
works of small firms. However, in the conceptual framework that has been 
developed in this study, it has been argued that extra-local ties may have an 
important leverage effect for firm and regional competitiveness, particularly 
in peripheral regions. 

Thus, the collection of survey data aims to assess the strength of the ties 
that each firm has developed with a set of predefined sets of actors. For each 
sampled firm, it is possible to produce an ego-centred network. According to 
Wasserman and Faust, an ego-centred network consists “of a focal actor, 
termed ego, as set of alters who have ties to ego and measurements on the 
ties among these alters” (2004, p42). In this study, each responding firm is a 
focal point or ego.  

As discussed in this chapter, the ‘alters’ that were chosen for this study 
were not specific individual actors but rather ‘generic’ actor groupings en-
compassing both private and public types of organisations: SMEs, large 
firms, multinational enterprises, trade associations, public agencies, educa-
tional and research centres, and business consultants. These groupings were 
spatialized by allowing each actor grouping to be further divided into re-
gional, national, European and outside-Europe sub-categories. This proce-
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dure enabled the coverage of the full spectrum of possible network linkages 
by small firms.  

The compiled dataset enabled the mapping of the ego-centred network of 
each firm. However, the primary benefit in using network analysis is its ca-
pacity to map the meta-structure of network linkages among all sampled 
firms. 

Hence, the network datasets for each firm were combined and analysed in 
the two following sequences: 

1. A co-occurrence matrix was created. The rows and columns of 
the co-occurrence matrix correspond to each possible combina-
tion of actor type and geographical origin. For instance, in the 
case of inter-firm collaboration, the number of possible combina-
tions or ‘events’ is 12 (e.g., regional SME, national SME … Eu-
ropean multinational, world multinational). For each cell in the 
resulting 12*12 co-occurrence matrix, the degree of association 
between the two intersecting ‘events’ is calculated (for instance, 
between regional SME and national SME). This assessment is 
made for each possible combination. Thus, the quantified figure 
in each cell is an indication of the frequency with which two 
types of actor groupings are commonly associated in the business 
networks of our sampled firms.  

2. The co-occurrence matrix was used to calculate the degree of cen-
trality of each actor grouping. The degree of centrality provides a 
measured ranking of actor groupings based on the extent to which 
they are typically associated with other possible actor groupings. 
Hence, an actor grouping becomes central when consistently rep-
resented in the firms’ business networks.  

 
Table 4. Degree of centrality measure of actor groupings involved in collaborative 
inter-firm networks 

Centrality 
Ranking 

Centrality 
Degree Actor grouping 

1 947 National SMEs 
2 908 Regional SMEs 
3 757 National Large Firms 
4 683 Regional Large Firms 
5 587 European Large Firms 
6 581 National MNEs 
7 513 European SMEs 
8 438 Regional MNEs 
9 434 European MNEs 
10 347 World MNEs 
11 336 World SMEs 

12 296 World Large Firms 
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Table 4 presents the results of the calculation of the degree of centrality 
for the entire sample of firms in the case of collaborative inter-firm linkages. 
The actor grouping that is the most consistently and highly represented 
across individual firm networks is the national SME grouping, followed by 
regional SMEs and national large firms. The results emphasise the domestic 
focus of inter-firm collaborative ties. 

Non-parametric statistical methods (Paper III) 
As noted previously, the compilation of quantified perception data measur-
ing the engagement of small firms in networking activities with different 
types of actors opens the (empirical) door for the investigation of possible 
correlations with other statistical data characterising the firms (e.g., econom-
ic accounts, firm size, indicators of geographical location).  

In this study (because of the relatively small sample), the choice of the 
statistical analysis method is critical. Based on their study of the networking 
behaviour of small firms in England, Huggins and Johnston suggested that 
“in light of the sample size, non-parametric statistical methods were utilised 
in the analysis, since smaller samples are less likely to be normally distribut-
ed. Non-parametric techniques provide robust results for smaller samples 
and are less likely to provide spurious results” (2009, p238). Non-parametric 
methods are adapted to this type of small-scale statistical analysis because 
they do not presume the a priori form of the relationship between variables 
(e.g., linear). Thus, the result of the statistical analysis is not ‘distorted’ by 
the incompleteness of the dataset.  

In Paper III, Spearman’s correlation coefficient is used as a non-
parametric statistical method to explore the eventual correlation between 
indicators assessing different structures of business networks and variables 
describing firm performance (i.e., turnover growth and profitability), firm 
characteristics (e.g., age, number of employees and total turnover) and firm 
location (i.e., population potential and distance to urban centres). 

Other sources of information 

Interviews (Papers II and IV) 
Interviews were used to gain a more detailed understanding of the qualitative 
character that is inherent in the identified network behaviour of firms and to 
corroborate the results from the survey, for instance, by confirming the cen-
tral position of certain types of actors (e.g., regional SMEs) over other types. 
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Two sets of interviews were performed4: 
- Data from interviews with 14 SME managers (see Table 1) were used 

in Paper II as a subset of our responding firm sample (the questionnaire re-
spondents were asked if they would be willing to participate in this second 
phase). The interviews were semi-structured, and the objective was to under-
stand how the actor types that they have identified as the most ‘central’ in 
their business network actually affect the operations of these firms (using 
categories developed by Oerlemans and Meeus, 2005, p97); 

- Interviews with representatives of nine public or semi-public actors in-
volved in facilitating firm networking in Norrland were used in Paper IV. 
These interviews were also semi-structured. 

Financial and economic accounts (Paper III) 
Access to Affärsdata, the database of registered Swedish businesses, offered 
the opportunity to collect a wide range of financial and economic indicators 
for our sample of firms over a four- to five-year period of time (depending 
on the firm) from 2006 to 2011. The data collected included the year of reg-
istration, the number of employees, annual turnover, annual net profit and 
financial solidity. These financial and economic accounts enabled the elabo-
ration of dynamic indicators measuring firm performance (e.g., yearly turno-
ver growth rate) and additionally serve as control variables.  

Limitations 
I must mention two main limitations with respect to the empirical methods 
developed in this thesis and its resulting findings, which are (1) the relatively 
small size of the sample of firms that have responded to our electronic sur-
vey and (2) the use of quantitative analytical methods to treat qualitative data 
(even if collected in numerical form using a Likert scale).  

Thus, following the argument by Huggins and Johnston (2009, p237), the 
aim of this empirical work is not to produce a model of network behaviour 
that is generalizable to all small peripheral firms but rather to explore the 
forms that business networks may take in a peripheral region and to use this 
knowledge as a basis for comparison with other regions endowed with simi-
lar geographic specificity.  

The focus and scope of the empirical work, which targets a specific popu-
lation of firms (i.e., SMEs located in the non-urban municipalities of Swe-
dish Norrland), increased the difficulty of contacting these firms, particularly 

                                                      
4 The interviews with SME managers were conducted by Moa Hedström during the summer 
of 2010; the interviews with network brokers were performed by Moa Hedström and the 
author during the winter of 2010-2011. 
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because most of the work was performed from Stockholm through telephone 
and email contacts as well as occasional onsite visits.  

Because of the limitations of the survey work, the findings have been 
consistently benchmarked and compared to findings from previous studies 
considering similar regions throughout the world (e.g., Norway, Scotland or 
Canada) and triangulated with the understanding emerging from the com-
piled interview material to test the coherence of the findings. 
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4. Summary of Papers 

This section offers a summary of the four papers that are appended to this 
thesis. The summaries focus on the main arguments and findings developed 
in each paper; a more overarching discussion of these findings, in connection 
with the expressed aims and objectives of the thesis, is provided in Chapter 
VII (Concluding Discussion) of the cover essay. 

The four papers in this thesis investigate firm networking in Norrland us-
ing different vantage points; thus, each paper is specific in its method of 
conceptually and empirically approaching the aim that is expressed in this 
thesis. 

The main scope and focus of each paper can be summarised by the fol-
lowing research questions:  

- Paper I: In what ways do the configurations of business networks vary 
among rural European regions?  

- Paper II: Are trade and collaboration networks two distinct strands of 
business networks with two distinct geographies? What actors play an active 
role in integrating them?  

- Paper III: Are the spatial and functional configurations of small firm 
networks correlated with firm performance and with the degree of peripher-
ality?  

- Paper IV: How do policy-induced initiatives support firm networking 
in the peripheral regions?  

Paper I: Local Embeddedness and Global Links in Rural Areas: 
Euclidean and Relational Space in Business Networks5  
Paper I provides an international benchmarking of key networking behav-
iours of small firms in the Upper Norrland region and four other European 
rural regions. In addition to the Upper Norrland region, small rural firms are 
investigated from the regions of Jihomoravský (Czech Republic), Goriška 
(Slovenia), Westerkwartier (Netherlands) and Alytus (Lithuania), which 
represent diverse rural settings in terms of degree of peripherality, size (both 

                                                      
5 This paper is published in the following anthology:  
 C. Hedberg, R.M. do Carmo (eds.) (2011) Translocal Ruralism, Springer Science 
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population and area), demographic dynamics and socio-economic perfor-
mance levels. 

The working hypothesis of the paper is that the business networks of 
small firms in rural and peripheral regions are essentially trans-local in na-
ture; in other words, such networks are based on intertwining trade and col-
laborative relations with locally based firms at the same level of the value 
chain but across regional or national boundaries. This process is assumed to 
lead to multiple embedding of firms in different rural locations.  

An important finding involved the significant differences among the rural 
and peripheral regions in terms of openness to international trade. For in-
stance, in the case of Sweden, it was found that 50% of the sampled small 
firms have either partially or strongly internationalised operations, one in 
three has domestic operations and one in eight has only regional operations. 
These findings contrast with the findings of the strongly inward-looking 
peripheral economies that are depicted in the literature. Another noteworthy 
finding is that the domestic milieu remains the prime geographical context 
for sourcing external competencies independently of the degree of interna-
tional trade developed by regional small firms, with respect to both develop-
ing collaborative relations with other firms and mobilising support from 
institutional actors. However, in the case of Upper Norrland, there is evi-
dence of enhanced engagement in international collaborative ties (predomi-
nantly with foreign SMEs) for firms that have developed extensive interna-
tional trade relations.  

Paper I concludes by conjecturing that the internationalisation of small 
firm networks may take a trans-local form in the most open rural economies, 
which involves a combination of trade and collaborative linkages between 
SMEs across national boundaries.  

Paper II: A Spatial Perspective on Small Firm Networking from 
a Rural Periphery – The Case Study of Swedish Norrland6  
Paper II investigates small firm networking in Upper Norrland using two 
parallel narratives: one narrative illustrates the main features of the trade 
networks that are developed by small firms, and the second characterises the 
main motivations for the development of collaboration networks based on 
knowledge and information exchanges with other firms, as well as with pub-
lic organisations. The spatial dimension of each networking rationale is nei-
ther local nor international but extends across multiple geographical scales. 
The hypothesis proposed in Paper II is that the integration of these two 
                                                      
6 This paper is to be published in the forthcoming anthology: 
McDonagh, J., Nienaber, B. and Woods, M. (eds) Globalization and Europe’s Rural Regions, 
Ashgate 
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logics is performed through the intervention of key actors, such as interna-
tional customers and regional public organisations.  

As in Paper I, the empirical results are based on survey responses and 
face-to-face interviews with SME managers. However, Paper II focuses ex-
clusively on Swedish case study material. In addition, material from a set of 
interviews with institutional actors involved in network facilitation was used 
to bring more depth to the analysis. To illustrate the empirical analysis, Pa-
per II uses two parallel narratives of small firm networking based on two 
distinct logics.  

In the narrative of the trade rationale, SME managers are found to em-
phasise the importance and centrality of existing customers and suppliers to 
their business networks, as they particularly value the marketing and product 
development ‘insider’ intelligence that such customers and suppliers pro-
vide. For institutional actors, the prospects of increased sales and market 
expansion are strong motivations for enhanced networking, even for small 
peripheral firms. More than 60% of the sampled firms have developed inter-
national trade relations. Overall, the results emphasise the prominence of 
international partners in the business networks of firms, both in quantitative 
terms (size of transactions) and in qualitative terms (as gateways to extended 
markets). 

The narrative of the collaboration rationale emphasised the central place 
occupied by domestic (both national and regional) small firms as coopera-
tion partners. The latter corroborates the understanding that trust and infor-
mality, which are enabled in a shared institutional environment, are im-
portant features that stimulate cooperation among firms. The narrative also 
highlights the role of regional institutional actors in facilitating the formation 
of firm-to-firm relations, both within and outside of the regional context.  

Paper II concludes that both logics are strongly integrated from a func-
tional perspective, which indicates that trade and collaborative networking 
significantly feed into one another in practice. Furthermore, a holistic per-
spective (including local and extra-local dimensions) on small firm networks 
must acknowledge the importance of extra-local networks for capitalising on 
the leverage effect of enhanced regionally embedded SME networks.  

Paper III: Business Networks and the Competitiveness of Small 
Manufacturing Firms in the Periphery7  
Building on previous findings in the literature that emphasised the necessary 
multi-scalar (combining both local and extra-local ties) and multi-
dimensional (combining trade and collaborative relations) nature of small 
firm networks, Paper III provides original empirical evidence on the form 
                                                      
7 Manuscript submitted to the Norwegian Journal of Geography (Feb 2013). 
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that this combination of networks takes in the specific case of small manu-
facturing firms that are located in the sparsely populated areas of Upper 
Norrland.  

The methodology of Paper III is based on an analysis of the statistical cor-
relation among business network configuration, firm performance and geo-
graphical location indicators for 26 small manufacturing firms.  

Paper III shows that small manufacturing firms that are located in non-
urban localities of Norrland are outperformed by their urban regional coun-
terparts, whereas their overall level of performance is equivalent to the na-
tional average. Hence, small peripheral manufacturing firms appear to have 
developed a low-growth trajectory. The empirical results show the following 
three sets of statistically significant correlation: a positive correlation be-
tween the proportion of international customers and the productivity of 
firms, a positive correlation between geographical remoteness and the over-
all engagement of firms in collaborative networks, and a positive correlation 
between geographical remoteness and the proportion of collaborative ties 
with international partners.  

Finally, Paper III proposes a discussion on the extent to which business 
networks are able to compensate for the locational disadvantages of small 
peripheral manufacturing firms or if such locational disadvantages perma-
nently constrain small peripheral firms from achieving high-growth strate-
gies.  

Paper IV: Brokering Proximity - Facilitating Small Firm 
Networks in the Northern Periphery8  
The literature has shown that regional policymakers have been increasingly 
engaged in supporting small firm networking, as these strategies are per-
ceived as the most efficient for supporting firm competitiveness. Using the 
Proximity Dynamics debate to construct its conceptual approach, Paper IV 
investigates the main processes by which network brokers—the semi-public 
or public organisations that act as intermediaries for facilitating firm net-
working—concretely support the emergence of firm networks in the context 
of a peripheral region. Paper IV shows that the combination of multiple rela-
tional processes based on temporary geographical proximities provides new 
opportunities for remote actors to engineer relations with more or less geo-
graphically distant actors. 

Although the literature has generally emphasised the benefits that small 
firms can gain by establishing a balanced combination of local and extra-
local linkages, the challenge for policy-induced network initiatives is to be 
able to work across and reach out to different geographical and institutional 
                                                      
8 Manuscript submitted to Regional Studies (April 2013). 
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contexts. Paper IV considers three brokering moments that are particularly 
pivotal in the network facilitation process: reaching out to remote small 
firms with occasional mobility to establish trusting relations between firms 
and brokers; fostering regional coalitions between small firms with similar 
needs and perspectives that lead to mutual benefits and increased visibility 
outside of the region; and supporting the participation of firms at regional-
international interfacing events, such as expos, conventions and onsite visits.  

Hence, Paper IV argues that network brokers act as essential bridging 
links that facilitate the connection of relatively isolated small businesses to 
other actors both within and outside of the region. The leverage created by 
this bridging process is accentuated by the willingness of small peripheral 
firms to participate in brokered network activities as a means of compensat-
ing for the lack of 'natural' opportunities to develop inter-firm interactions in 
sparse environments.  

An important conclusion highlighted in Paper IV is that the capacity of 
brokers to operate across institutional scales and settings for facilitating ex-
tra-regional and international inter-firm linkages is strongly conditioned by 
the efficacy of network linkages among brokers both vertically through dif-
ferent territorial governance realms (local ↔ regional ↔ national ↔ interna-
tional) and horizontally between actors representing similar territorial levels 
but located in either Norrland or Sweden or abroad (particularly local ↔ 
local or regional ↔ regional).  
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5. Concluding discussion 

Throughout this thesis, the adjective ‘peripheral’ is used at length to qualify 
those regions or firms that are deemed geographically remote from the main 
centres of the economy. This usage could be considered paradoxical because 
the objective of this thesis was to show that remote actors are not actually 
isolated in relational terms, as they are able to establish and manage network 
relations that assist them in engaging in economic interactions in wider eco-
nomic contexts. In that respect, this thesis argued that the participation of 
such firms in the wider economy essentially depends on their ability to man-
age and coordinate the social aspects of distance.  

From this perspective, the consistent use of the term ‘peripheral’ through-
out this thesis can be explained as follows. I intended to show that geograph-
ical peripherality does not engender de facto economic marginalisation. 
Hence, this thesis contributes to this debate by shifting the accent from a 
negatively connoted spatio-economic conceptualisation of peripherality—
often associated with laggardness, subordination and marginalisation—to a 
more forward-looking understanding that emphasises peripherality as a spe-
cific spatial, social and economic context that leads to specific ways of net-
working.  

With this in mind, the academic contribution of this thesis is addressed 
empirically and conceptually and with respect to policy relevance. 

Empirical contribution 
Previous studies have emphasised that achieving a more complete under-
standing of the inner and outer workings of economic globalisation necessi-
tates the investigation of economic development processes in the geograph-
ical margins. This thesis contributes to this aim by presenting original empir-
ical evidence on small firm networking in the sparsely populated and periph-
eral region of Upper Norrland in northern Sweden.  

The empirical findings in this thesis show that small peripheral firms can 
hardly be deemed  relationally marginalised and disconnected from interna-
tional economic processes, as the majority of them have predominantly na-
tional or international trade patterns and have established collaborative ties 
with a varied range of both regional and national actors. Although certain 
regional characteristics of small firm networks may remain, network config-
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urations tend to vary greatly among firms. However, an important conclu-
sion is that peripherality is not per se an insurmountable obstacle for firms to 
engage in local or more distant network activities, but to a certain extent, the 
insurmountability of this obstacle depends on the ability of a firm itself to 
manage and coordinate such processes. 

Paper I showed that Norrland is a rather open economy with regard to 
trade. Because the regional market is small, a predominance of regional trade 
relations would signify a locked-in regional economy. However, a large ma-
jority of the firms sampled have developed extra-regional or international 
ventures to varying degrees. This finding supports the idea that geographical 
remoteness does not represent a structural obstacle for reaching partners 
outside of the region. Meanwhile, it has been shown that collaboration with 
regional actors, particularly with other small firms and public organisations, 
are central to small firm networks. However, the common consideration of 
national actors as central tends to enhance the importance given to processes 
that are linked to institutional proximity, which include shared norms and 
values, for which the national level is more important than those linked to 
localised social proximity. This finding does not by any means reduce the 
importance of this regional milieu and the collaborative process between 
firms and institutional actors in the region. On the contrary, it emphasises 
that business networks can enable peripheral actors to mobilise external re-
sources and benefit from the network advantages resulting from multiple 
proximity dynamics with actors from diverse geographical contexts (region-
ally, nationally or internationally).  

The results of this paper also show that the internationalisation of trade 
patterns is often accompanied by the internationalisation of collaborative 
networks of firms. Hence, it was argued that the globalisation process wit-
nessed from the periphery is neither one of global disembedding that results 
in a decoupling of the economic space of firms from their place of belonging 
nor one of hardened local embeddedness that results in reinforcing circular 
patterns of collaboration and trade. On the contrary, we witness a process of 
trans-local re-embeddedness of economic interactions that conciliates both 
local and extra-local dimensions of trade and collaborative networks.  

I reached this conclusion because Paper II indicated that small firms with 
strong internationalised trade profiles have more enhanced collaborative ties 
with small European firms than firms with a more domestic trade focus. In 
addition, the importance of match-making activities brokered by network 
brokers also led me to this conclusion (cf. Paper IV) because small regional 
firms appear to be keen to develop collaborative relations with foreign small 
firms, with the objective of understanding the inner and outer workings of 
this new market. In that respect, the role of network brokering organisations 
is to create trust among firms that typically do not share the same geograph-
ical and institutional backgrounds. Thus, an important relational process that 
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is attributed to network brokering relates to the facilitation of inter-regional 
institutional proximity dynamics. 

Throughout this thesis, I chose to analyse business networks using three 
combined perspectives (based on the results and findings from previous 
studies): a spatial perspective that aimed to identify the extent to which small 
firm networks occur within the region, within the nation or beyond; a busi-
ness-organisational perspective that aimed to understand the importance of 
transactional and collaborative ties in small firm networks; and an actor-
oriented perspective that aimed to understand the role of different types of 
actors (e.g., other small firms, public organisations) in contributing to the 
networking process. Although the distinction between these perspectives is 
analytically well argued in the literature, our empirical material has shown 
that, the firms themselves do not distinguish their networking practices in 
those terms. This finding is particularly visible in the results of Papers II and 
IV. International customers are valued by small firms for the ‘insider’ infor-
mation that they provide with respect to market and product development. 
Networking with regional peers is valued because it provides enhanced lev-
erage effects for new market penetration and ensures an optimal trade-off 
between mutual and individual benefits. Finally, the role of regional stake-
holders and public organisations is valued, as these entities may facilitate the 
establishment of relations with business partners that are located in more 
distant institutional contexts.  

Although the development of networks has been extensively discussed in 
academic and policy debates as a catalyst for small firm competitiveness, the 
findings in Paper III indicate that there is little empirical correlation between 
network configurations and the level of firm performance. This finding cor-
roborates the idea that a ‘generic’ network policy is unlikely to be capable of 
consistently improving the competitiveness of small peripheral firms. In this 
respect, the capacity of individual firms to translate these initiatives into 
sound business opportunities is central, and current regional development 
strategies in Upper Norrland that promote a combination of enhanced re-
gional collaborative networks and internationalisation are rational under our 
conceptual framework (cf. Paper IV). Furthermore, a challenge for policies 
is to be able to target firms populating the more remote parts of the region, in 
addition to those located in the regional and local centres (i.e., those closest 
to regional decision centres).  

Conceptual contribution 
Existing spatial theories of economic development tend to assimilate geo-
graphical peripherality with economic marginalisation and power subordina-
tion. Indeed, classic conceptualisations of economic organisation have cen-
tred on markets (based on transaction and transportation costs) and hierarchy 
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(based on power relations), which emphasised the rather unfavourable or 
weak position of peripheral actors in such a system.  

In this thesis, I have argued that the changing perception of distance com-
bined with the emergence of a network approach for understanding contem-
porary patterns of economic interaction has been instrumental in regenerat-
ing the debate on peripherality. The traditional interpretation of distance has 
focused on how far small peripheral firms are from all places, whereas the 
network approach that has been developed in this thesis proposed the idea 
that such firms may be functionally or organisationally close to some actors 
located in more or less distant places.  

A main point of this thesis is the role of geography in drawing the con-
tours of firms’ business networks. Physical remoteness is not new to the 
actors in the Upper Norrland region; it is an intrinsic characteristic of the 
region. Thus, the networking activities of small firms are adapted to com-
pensate for this feature from the outset. This thesis suggested that globalisa-
tion at the geographic margins does not consist of two parallel processes of 
local embeddedness (focused on social capital at the local scale) and trade 
internationalisation (with increased trade flows on the global scale). Rather, 
it was argued that social and economic relations of small peripheral firms are 
re-embedded into various geographical and institutional contexts. 

This thesis also contributes to the literature on geographical and organisa-
tional proximity by providing new insights into the role of public organisa-
tions in facilitating the development of small firm networks. Geographical 
distance may be compensated by a combination of temporary geographical 
dynamics (e.g., mobility, travelling, participation in trade fairs and events), 
flexible organisational arrangements (e.g., open, temporary projects) and 
inter-regional institutional cooperation (e.g., networks of brokers).  

Policy relevance 
Fostering economic development in peripheral regions has been an important 
subject for decades in Nordic and European regional policymaking. There is 
a widely acknowledged understanding that the growth of SMEs that is sup-
ported through enhanced networking is a central strategy for achieving such 
an objective. Particularly, this thesis discussed the capacity of small firms to 
penetrate distant markets as a key feature of regional competitiveness in 
peripheral regions. However, the scientific and policy debates are firmly 
based on the idea that peripheral regions have weak preconditions for ac-
commodating growth, as they do not have the critical mass of actors required 
for the development of ‘generic’ cluster policies. In that respect, this thesis 
fills an important gap in the literature by providing more concrete infor-
mation on how inter-firm networks can be generated in peripheral settings, 
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especially by describing how network facilitation is achieved practically in a 
peripheral setting.  

This thesis has argued that policy intervention is an essential ingredient 
for the establishment of small firm networks in peripheral settings. However, 
this policy is arguably difficult to craft, as it requires the commitment and 
engagement of public organisations that is best illustrated by the frequent 
mobility of network brokers within the region for setting meetings with 
small firm managers, but such a situation could blur the boundary between 
what may be deemed inter-firm or extra-firm networks. Conversely, a cer-
tain degree of neutrality is necessary to allow firms to give substance to their 
cooperation endeavours. Hence, finding the balance between engagement 
and neutrality is arguably the key to the efficacy of network-brokered initia-
tives in peripheral regions. 

A rather puzzling point to be raised with respect to the link between small 
firm networks and competitiveness is that the most beneficial and efficient 
means of supporting the competitiveness of regional small firms may consist 
of facilitating their access to foreign regional economies. Of course, this 
strategy is problematic because it conflicts with the traditional means of 
designing and implementing network policies through local or regional coa-
litions. Thus, although synergising regionally available resources may be 
important, especially in the sparsely populated areas in which localities are 
scattered, it is equally important to acknowledge that the external resources 
that firms must mobilise may actually be available outside of the region. 

The current thinning-out of sparsely populated areas makes it even more 
necessary to find a perennial development model for these territories, partic-
ularly to determine how technological progress, social cohesiveness and 
institutional engagement can be used to support small firm networking. 
Moreover, innovative development strategies involving the organisation of 
temporary meeting places for actors both within and outside of the region 
may prove to be a pertinent instrument that builds on the strengths of remote 
actors (i.e., their trust and willingness to engage in networks) and diminishes 
the disadvantages resulting from the absence of agglomeration.  

 
 

 

  



 74 

  



 75

References 

Anderson, A.R. (2000) Paradox in the periphery: an entrepreneurial recon-
struction?, Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 12:91-109. 

Anderson, A. R., Osseichuk, E. and Illingworth, L. (2010) Rural small busi-
nesses in turbulent times: impacts of the economic downturn, Interna-
tional Journal of Entrepreneurship and Innovation, 11 (1):45-56. 

Andreosso-O'Callaghan, B. and Lenihan, H. (2008) Networking: a question 
of firm characteristics? The case of the Shannon region in Ireland, 
Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 20 (6):561-580.  

Asheim, B., Cooke, P. and Martin, R. (2006) The rise of the cluster concept 
in regional analysis and policy – A critical assessment, in Asheim, B., 
Cooke, P. and Martin, R. (Eds) Clusters and Regional Development: 
Critical reflections and explorations (1-29). Routledge, London. 

Atterton, J. (2007) The ‘Strength of weak ties’: Social networking by busi-
ness owners in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, Sociologia Ru-
ralis, 47 (3):228-245. 

Barham, E. (2003) Translating terroir: the global challenge of French AOC 
labeling, Journal of Rural Studies, 13:127-138. 

Bathelt, H., Malmberg, A., and Maskell, P. (2004) Clusters and knowledge: 
Local buzz, global pipelines and the process of knowledge creation, 
Progress in Human Geography, 28 (1):31-56. 

Boschma, R. A. (2005) Proximity and Innovation: a critical assessment, 
Regional Studies, Vol. 39 (1):61-74. 

Bouba-Olga O. and Carrincazeaux C., (2001) Les espaces des relations inte-
rentreprises : l’exemple des activités de R&D, Flux, 46 (4):15-26. 

Brenner, N. (1999) Beyond state-centrism? Space territoriality and geo-
graphical scale in globalisation studies, Theory and Society, 28:39-
78.  

Cairncross, F. (1997) The Death of Distance, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
Business School Press. 



 76 

Chetty, S. & Blankenburg Holm, D. (2000) Internationalisation of small to 
medium-sized manufacturing firms: a network approach, International 
business review, 9:77-93. 

Coffey, W.J. & Polèse, M. (1984) The concept of local development: a stag-
es model of endogenous regional growth, XXIIIrd European Congress 
of the Regional Science Association, Papers of the Regional Science 
Association, Vol. 55. 

Copus, A.K., Skuras D., MacLeod M., and Mitchell M. (2003) The geogra-
phy of transaction linkages in twelve European case study regions, 
Paper presented at the 2003 Congress of the European Regional Sci-
ence Association, Jyväskylä, Finland, 27th-30th August 2003. 

Copus, A.K. and Skuras D. (2006) Business Networks and Innovation in 
Selected Lagging Areas of the European Union: A Spatial Perspec-
tive, European Planning Studies, 14 (1):80-93. 

Coviello, N. E. (2005) Integrating qualitative and quantitative techniques in 
network analysis, Qualitative Market Research: An International Jour-
nal, 8 (1):39-60. 

Crévoisier, O. (2004) The innovative milieus approach: toward a territorial-
ized understanding of the economy?, Economic Geography, 80 
(4):367-379. 

Crone, M. (2012) Re-thinking ‘peripherality’ in a knowledge-intensive ser-
vice dominated economy. In: Danson, M. and De Souza, P., (eds.) Re-
gional development in Northern Europe: peripherality, marginality 
and border issues. Regions and cities. Routledge, London. 

Dicken, P. (2007) Global Shift. 5th Edition. Sage, London. 

Dicken, P., Kelly, P.F., Olds K. and Yeung, H.W.-C. (2001) Chains and 
networks, territories and scales: towards a relational framework for 
analysing the global economy, Global  Networks, 1 (2):89-112. 

Dicken, P. and Malmberg, A. (2001) Firms in territories: a relational per-
spective, Economic Geography, 77 (4):345-363. 

Doran, J., Jordan, D. and O’Leary, E. (2012) The effects of the frequency of 
spatially proximate and distant interaction on innovation by Irish 
SMEs, Entrepreneurship & Regional Development: An International 
Journal, 24 (7-8):705-727. 

Dubois, A. and Roto, J. (2012) Making the best of Europe’s Sparsely Popu-
lated Areas, Nordregio Electronic Working Paper, 2012:15, 
www.nordregio.se. 



 77

Essletzbichler, J. (2011) Locating locational models, in Leyshon, A., Lee, 
R., McDowell, L. and Sunley, P. (eds) The SAGE Handbook of Eco-
nomic Geography. SAGE, London.  

European Commission (2008) Green paper on Territorial Cohesion – Turn-
ing territorial diversity into strength, SEC(2008) 2550, http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0616:FIN:
EN:PDF. 

Fletcher, D. (2004) International entrepreneurship and the small business, 
Entrepreneurship & Regional Development,16 (4):289-305. 

Fløysand, A. and Sjøholt, P. (2007) Rural development and embeddedness: 
the importance of human relations for industrial restructuring in rural 
areas, Sociologia Ruralis, 47 (3):205-227. 

Fujita, M. and Krugman, P. (1995) When is the economy monocentric?: von 
Thünen and Chamberlin unified, Regional Science and Urban Eco-
nomics, 25:505-528. 

Fujita, M. and Thisse, J.-F. (2009) New Economic Geography: An appraisal 
on the occasion of Paul Krugman's 2008 Nobel Prize in Economic 
Sciences, Regional Science and Urban Economics, 39:109-119. 

Galloway, L., Sanders, J. and Deakins, D. (2011) Rural small firms’ use of 
the internet: From global to local, Journal of Rural Studies, 27 
(3):254-262.  

Garretsen, H. and Martin, R. (2010) Rethinking (new) economic geography 
models: Taking geography and history more seriously, Spatial Eco-
nomic Analysis, 5 (2):127-160. 

Gelsing, L. (1992) Innovation and the development of industrial networks, in 
Lundvall, B.-A. (ed) National Systems of Innovation (116-128). Pin-
ter, London. 

Gertler, M.S. and Wolfe, D.A. (2006) Spaces of knowledge flows – Clusters 
in a global context, in Asheim, B., Cooke, P. and Martin, R. (Eds) 
Clusters and Regional Development: Critical reflections and explora-
tions. Routledge, London. 

Giuliani, E. (2007) The selective nature of knowledge networks in clusters: 
evidence from the wine industry, Journal of Economic Geography, 7 
(2):139-168. 

Gløersen, E., Dubois, A., Copus, A. & Schürmann, C. (2006) Northern pe-
ripheral, sparsely populated regions in the European Union and in 
Norway, Nordregio report 2006:2. 



 78 

Gløersen, E. (2012) Renewing the Theory and Practice of European Applied 
Territorial Research on Mountains, Islands and Sparsely Populated 
Areas, Regional Studies, 46 (4):443-457. 

Glückler, J. (2007) Economic Geography and the evolution of networks, 
Journal of Economic Geography 7 (5):619-634. 

Granovetter, M. (1973) The strength of weak ties, The American Journal of 
Sociology, 78 (6):1360-1380. 

Granovetter, M. (1985) Economic action and social structure: The problem 
of embeddedness, American Journal of Sociology, 91 (3):481–510. 

Harvey, D. (1989) The Condition of Postmodernity. Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 

Hayter, R., Barnes, T. and Bradshaw, M. (2003) Relocating resource periph-
eries to the core of economic geography's theorizing, Area, 35 (1):15-
23. 

Herdzina, K., Findeis, A., Fleischmann, S., Wander, C., Piasecki, B. and 
Rogut, A. (2004) European rural SMEs in the context of Globalization 
and Enlargement, in Labrianidis, L. (2004) The future of Europe’s ru-
ral peripheries, Ashgate, England. 

Hess, M. (2004) ‘Spatial’ relationships? Towards a re-conceptualization of 
embeddedness, Progress in Human Geography, 28 (2):165-186. 

Hoang, H. and Antoncic, B. (2003) Network-based research in entrepre-
neurship A critical review, Journal of Business Venturing 18 (2):165-
187. 

Huggins, R. and Johnston, A. (2009) Knowledge networks in an uncompeti-
tive region: SME innovation and growth, Growth and Change, 40 
(2):227-259. 

Huggins, R. and Johnston, A. (2010) Knowledge flow and inter-firm net-
works: the influence of network resources, spatial proximity and firm 
size, Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 22 (5):457-484. 

Huggins, Robert and Williams, N. (2011) Entrepreneurship and regional 
competitiveness: the role and progression of policy, Entrepreneurship 
and Regional Development, 23 (9-10):907-932. 

Johannisson, B., Ramírez-Pasillas, M. and Karlsson, G. (2002) The institu-
tional embeddedness of local inter-firm networks: a leverage for busi-
ness creation, Entrepreneurship & Regional Development: An Inter-
national Journal, 14 (4):297-315. 

Johansson, B. and Quigley, J. (2004) Agglomeration and Networks in Spatial 
Economies, Papers in Regional Science, 83 (1):165-176. 



 79

Karlsen, J., Isaksen, A. and Spilling, O.R. (2011) The challenge of construct-
ing regional advantages in peripheral areas: The case of marine bio-
technology in Tromsø, Norway, Entrepreneurship & Regional Devel-
opment,  23 (3-4):235-257. 

Knoben, J. and Oerlemans, L.A.G. (2012) Configurations of Inter-
organizational Knowledge Links: Does Spatial Embeddedness Still 
Matter?, Regional Studies, 46 (8):1005-1021. 

Lagendijk, A. & Lorentzen, A. (2007) Proximity, knowledge and innovation 
in peripheral regions: On the intersection between geographical and 
organizational proximity, European Planning Studies, 15 (4):457-466. 

Lagendijk, A. and Oinas, P. (2005) Proximity, External Relations, and Local 
Economic Development, in Lagendijk, A. and Oinas, P. (Eds) Prox-
imity, Distance and Diversity Issues on Economic Interaction and Lo-
cal Development, Ashgate Publishing Limited. 

Lechner, C. & Dowling, M. (2003) Firm networks: external relationships as 
sources for the growth and competitiveness of entrepreneurial firms, 
Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, 15 (1):1-26. 

Lechner, C., Dowling, M. & Welpe, I. (2006) Firm networks and firm devel-
opment: the role of the relational mix, Journal of Business Venturing, 
21 (4):514-540. 

Lechner, C. and Leyronas, C. (2011) The competitive advantage of cluster 
firms: the priority of regional network position over extra-regional 
networks – a study of a French high-tech cluster, Entrepreneurship & 
Regional Development: An International Journal, 24 (5-6):457-473. 

Lorentzen, A. (2008) Knowledge networks in local and global space, Entre-
preneurship & Regional Development, 20 (6):533-545. 

Lundmark, L. and Pettersson, Ö. (2012) The Relevance of Cluster Initiatives 
in Rural Areas: Regional Policy in Sweden, Urbani izziv, 23 (1):S42-
S52. 

Malecki, E.J. (2007) Cities and regions competing in the global economy: 
knowledge and local development policies, Environment and Planning 
C: Government and Policy 2007, 25:638 -654. 

Malecki, E.J. (2012) Regional Social Capital: Why it Matters, Regional 
Studies, 46 (8):1023-1039. 

Malecki, E.J. and Tootle, D. (1996) The role of networks in small firm com-
petitiveness, International Journal of Technology Management, 11 (1-
2):43-57. 



 80 

Malecki, E.J. and Veldhoen, M.E. (1993) Network Activities, Information 
and Competitiveness in Small Firms, Geografiska Annaler, Series B, 
Human Geography, 75 (3):131-147. 

Malmberg, A. and Maskell, P. (2002) The elusive concept of localization 
economies: towards a knowledge-based theory of spatial clustering, 
Environment and Planning A, 34:429-449. 

Malmberg, A. and Power, D. (2006) True clusters – A severe case of concep-
tual headache, in  Asheim, B., Cooke, P. and Martin, R. (Eds) Clus-
ters and Regional Development: Critical reflections and explorations, 
Routledge, London. 

Martin, R. and Sunley, P. (2003) Deconstructing clusters: chaotic concept or 
policy panacea?, Journal of Economic Geography, 3 (1):5-35. 

Moyes, D., Whittam, G. and Ferri, P. (2012) A conceptualisation of the rela-
tionship capital of rural small service firms, Local Economy, 27 
(2):136-151. 

Murdoch, J. (2000) Networks - a new paradigm of rural development?, 
Journal of Rural Studies, 16 (4):407-419. 

Nijkamp, P. (2003) Entrepreneurship in a Modern Network Economy, Re-
gional Studies, 37 (4):395-405. 

Nooteboom, B. (2000) Learning by Interaction: Absorptive Capacity, Cogni-
tive Distance and Governance, Journal of Management and Govern-
ance, 4 (1-2):69-92. 

Nooteboom, B. (2004) Inter-firm collaboration, learning and networks – An 
integrated approach. Routledge, London. 

Nooteboom, B. (2006) Innovation, learning and cluster dynamics, in 
Asheim, B., Cooke, P. and Martin, R. (Eds) Clusters and Regional 
Development: Critical reflections and explorations (137-163), 
Routledge, London.  

North, D. and Smallbone, D. (2006) Developing entrepreneurship and en-
terprise in Europe's peripheral rural areas: Some issues facing policy-
makers, European Planning Studies, 14 (1):41-60. 

Nummela, N., Loane, S. and Bell, J. (2006) Change in SME internationali-
sation: an Irish perspective, Journal of Small Business and Enterprise 
Development, 13 (4):562-583.  

Nuur, C. and Laestadius, S. (2010) Development in peripheral regions: case 
studies in Sweden, European Urban and Regional Studies, 17 (3):293-
307. 



 81

OECD (1997) Globalization and Small and Medium Enterprises, OECD, 
Paris. 

O’Gorman, C. and Evers, N. (2011) Network intermediaries in the interna-
tionalisation of new firms in peripheral regions, International Market-
ing Review, 28 (4):340-364. 

Oinas, P. (1997) On the socio-spatial embeddedness of business firms. Erd-
kunde, 51 (1):23–32. 

Oinas, P. (2002), Competition and collaboration in interconnected places: 
towards a research agenda, Geografiska Annaler Series B, 84 (2):65-
76. 

Ó Riain, S. (2011) Globalization and Regional Development, in Pike, A., 
Rodríguez-Pose, A. and Tomaney, J. (eds) Handbook of Local and 
Regional Development. Routledge, London. 

Pirie, G.H. (2009) Distance, in Kitchin, R. and Thrift, N. (eds) The Interna-
tional Encyclopaedia of Human Geography, Elsevier. 

Porter, M. (1990) The competitive advantage of nations, New York, The 
Free Press. 

Porter, M. (1998) On competition, Boston, Mass., Harvard Business School 
Press. 

Rallet, A. (2002) L’économie de proximités – Propos d’étape, Etud. Rech. 
Syst. Agriaires Dév., 33:11-25. 

Ring, J.K., Peredo, A.M. and Chrisman, J.J. (2010) Business networks and 
economic development in rural communities in the United States, En-
trepreneurship Theory and Practice, 34 (1):171-195. 

Rodríguez-Pose, A. (2011) Economists as geographers and geographers as 
something else: on the changing conception of distance in geography 
and economics, Journal of Economic Geography, 11 (2):347-356. 

Sassen, S. (1991) The global city: New York, London, Tokyo, Princeton: 
Princeton Univ. 

Shaw, E. (2006) Small Firm Networking: An Insight into Contents and Moti-
vating Factors, International Small Business Journal, 24 (5):5-29. 

Simmie, J. (2006) Do clusters or innovation systems drive competitiveness?, 
in  Asheim, B., Cooke, P. and Martin, R. (Eds) Clusters and Regional 
Development: Critical reflections and explorations. Routledge, Lon-
don. 

Scott, A.J. (2000) Economic Geography: the great half-century, Cambridge 
Journal of Economics, 24 (4):483-504. 



 82 

Soja, W.E. (1999) Postmetropolis Critical studies of cities and regions, 
Blackwell publishers. 

Storper, M. (2002) The Resurgence of Regional Economies, Ten Years Lat-
er: The Region as a Nexus of Untraded Interdependencies, European 
Urban and Regional Studies, 2 (3):191-221. 

Swann, G.M.P (2006) Cluster and hinterland – When is a proactive cluster 
policy appropriate?, in  Asheim, B., Cooke, P. and Martin, R. (Eds) 
Clusters and Regional Development: Critical reflections and explora-
tions, Routledge, London. 

Taylor, M. and Asheim, B. (2001) The concept of the firm in Economic Ge-
ography, Economic Geography, 77 (4):315-328. 

Ter Wal, A. L. J. and Boschma, R. (2009) Applying social network analysis 
in economic geography: framing some key analytic issues, The Annals 
of Regional Science, 43 (3):739-756. 

Ter Wal, A. L. J. and Boschma, R. (2011) Co-evolution of Firms, Industries 
and Networks in Space, Regional Studies, 45 (7):919-933. 

Torre, A. (2008) On the Role Played by Temporary Geographical Proximity 
in Knowledge Transmission, Regional Studies, 42 (6):869-889.  

Torre, A. & Gilly, J.P (2000) On the analytical dimension of proximity dy-
namics, Regional Studies, 34 (2):169-180. 

Torre, A. & Rallet, A. (2005) Proximity and localization, Regional Studies, 
39 (1):47-59. 

Tödtling, F. and Trippl, M. (2005) One size fits all?: Towards a differentiat-
ed regional innovation policy approach, Research Policy, 34 
(8):1203-1219. 

Uzzi, B. (1996) The sources and consequences of embeddedness for the eco-
nomic performance of organisations: the network effect, American 
Sociology Review, 61 (4):674-698. 

Uzzi, B. (1997) Social structure and competition in inter-firm networks: the 
paradox of embeddedness, Administrative Science Quarterly, 42 
(1):35-67. 

Varis, M. and Littunen, H. (2012) SMEs and Their Peripheral Innovation 
Environment: Reflections from a Finnish Case, European Planning 
Studies, 20 (4):547-582. 

Virkkala, S. (2007) Innovation and Networking in Peripheral Areas - a Case 
Study of Emergence and Change in Rural Manufacturing, European 
Planning Studies, 15 (4):511-529. 



 83

Von Hippel, E. (1988) The sources of Innovation. Oxford University Press: 
London. 

Wasserman, S. & Faust, K. (1994) Social Network Analysis – Methods and 
Applications, Cambridge University Press, New York. 

Wiberg, Ulf (2004) Future perspectives for sparsely populated areas in 
Sweden. In Changing Functions of Rural Areas in the Baltic Sea Re-
gion (95-107). Polish Academy of Sciences, Warszawa. 

Winch, G. and Bianchi, C. (2006) Drivers and dynamic processes for SMEs 
going global, Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development, 
13 (1):73-88. 

World Bank (2009) Reshaping Economic Geography (first title: Spatial Dis-
parities and Development Policy), World Development Report. 
http://www.worldbank.org/wdr2009.  

Yeung, H. W. (2000) Reconceptualising the ‘firm’ in new economic geogra-
phies: An organizational perspective, Paper presented at the workshop 
on “The Firm” in Economic Geography, March 9–11, 2000, Universi-
ty of Portsmouth, UK. 

Yeung, H.W. (2005) Rethinking relational economic geography, Transac-
tions of the Institute of British Geographers, 30 (1):37-51.  

Young, N. (2006) Distance as a hybrid actor in rural economies, Journal of 
Rural Studies, 22 (3):253-266. 

Young, N. (2010a) Globalization from the edge: a framework for under-
standing how small and medium-sized firms in the periphery `go glob-
al', Environment and Planning A, 42:838-855. 

Young, N. (2010b) Business networks, collaboration and embeddedness in 
local and extra-local spaces: the case of Port Hardy, Canada, Socio-
logia Ruralis, 50 (4):392-408. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


