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A B S T R A C T

This paper examines the conditions for business success in rural Sweden, with a particular focus on differences 
between business owners who have grown up in rural areas (“stayers”) and those who have migrated there as 
adults (“in-movers”). We draw on a unique, large-scale survey, linked to administrative register data, covering 
business owners aged 25–55 with firms of up to ten employees. This combined dataset provides detailed insights 
into both perceptions of business conditions and objective background characteristics.

Our analysis shows that business owners in rural municipalities place greater weight on both enabling and 
constraining factors than their counterparts in non-rural areas, reflecting the thinner institutional environment of 
rural regions. Within rural areas, stayers emphasize locally embedded factors, e.g., municipal responsiveness and 
access to local services, whereas in-movers highlight the importance of communications and transport infra
structure and are more often oriented toward external markets. Regression analyses reveal that these differences 
are largely attributable to compositional factors: in-movers are more educated, more often female, and more 
likely to operate in skill-intensive service sectors, while stayers are concentrated in agriculture and other 
location-dependent industries. Robustness checks confirm that our conclusions remain stable across alternative 
specifications.

These findings highlight the complementary roles of stayers and in-movers in rural entrepreneurial ecosys
tems. Policy interventions should therefore be multifaceted, strengthening local institutions and services while 
also investing in transport and digital infrastructure to support diverse forms of rural entrepreneurship.

1. Introduction

Rural regions face a distinct set of structural challenges compared to 
urban areas, including more limited access to public and private ser
vices, weaker institutional environments for knowledge creation, and 
persistently higher unemployment rates. At the same time, fostering 
entrepreneurship in rural areas has the potential to mitigate some of 
these challenges. Entrepreneurial activity can contribute to local 
employment creation, improve access to essential goods and services, 
help narrow regional income disparities, and reduce population decline 
by improving the attractiveness of rural communities as places to live 
and work. These mechanisms have been discussed in prior research 
(Robinson et al., 2004; Florida, 2009; Olfert and Partridge, 2010; 
Cuéllar-Fernández et al., 2024).

Recent scholarship has increasingly highlighted the value of viewing 

entrepreneurship through the lens of entrepreneurial ecosystems (e.g., 
Isenberg, 2010; Stam, 2015; Acs et al., 2017; Spigel, 2017; Stam and 
Spigel, 2018). Within this perspective, rural ecosystems are seen as 
distinct, characterized by factors such as tight social networks, 
place-based trust, and deep local knowledge (e.g., Bosworth and Atter
ton, 2012; Korsgaard et al., 2015), but also by sparser institutional 
support and fewer specialized services (e.g., Muñoz and Kimmitt, 2019; 
Miles and Morrison, 2020). Recent contributions further emphasize that 
governance and public coordination play a particularly important role in 
such rural environments, where market-based support structures are 
limited (e.g., Colombo et al., 2019; Miles and Morrison, 2020). These 
features create unique conditions for entrepreneurial activity in rural 
areas.

A particularly important distinction within rural entrepreneurial 
ecosystems lies between stayers, i.e., individuals who have grown up 
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and remained in rural areas, and in-movers, who have relocated to rural 
areas as adults. Several studies suggest that in-movers may be less reliant 
on embedded local networks and more oriented toward external markets 
and networks beyond their immediate community (e.g., Stockdale, 
2006; Bosworth, 2008; Bosworth and Atterton, 2012; Deller et al., 
2019). Understanding how these differences translate into perceptions 
of business conditions and barriers is crucial for policy. In particular, 
examining whether the factors contributing to entrepreneurial success 
vary between in-movers and stayers in rural areas, and relative to 
non-rural areas, can inform the design of support structures and policy 
interventions that foster business activity and economic growth across 
diverse regional settings.

In this paper, we add new knowledge to the research area by 
examining the factors that are vital for stimulating and sustaining rural 
entrepreneurship. Specifically, we investigate how business owners 
perceive the conditions necessary for success of their firms, with a 
particular focus on differences between in-movers and stayers within 
rural areas. As a benchmark, we also compare business owners in rural 
areas with their counterparts in urban areas, without distinguishing 
between in-movers and stayers in the urban case.

We draw on a unique, self-designed survey, linked to administrative 
register data, targeting business owners in rural and non-rural areas in 
Sweden. This linkage allows us to combine respondents’ perceptions 
with accurate information on individual and firm characteristics, while 
keeping the survey focused on core questions, thereby improving both 
response quality and response rates. Our survey targets individuals aged 
25–55, whose primary earnings derive from running a business and who 
do so with no more than ten employees. Some scholars restrict entre
preneurship to innovative, growth-oriented ventures, while others adopt 
a broader view that includes small business activity and self- 
employment (see Parker, 2013 for a discussion). In line with this more 
inclusive approach, we use the terms business owners and self-employed 
interchangeably to denote individuals who run a firm, regardless of legal 
form (limited or non-limited liability) and whether or not they employ 
others.1 Respondents were asked about the key prerequisites for busi
ness success and the obstacles encountered in daily operations, allowing 
us to examine how perceived opportunities and challenges vary across 
regions and between in-movers and stayers.

Our study contributes to the literature in several ways. By leveraging 
a unique survey linked to high-quality register data, we can study a 
broad array of individual and local factors influencing business success, 
many of which are not readily accessible through existing data sources. 
A key strength of our study is its nationwide scope, enabling a 
comprehensive analysis beyond the regional case studies often found in 
prior research (Bar-El and Felsenstein, 1990; Meccheri and Pelloni, 
2006; Akgün et al., 2011; Fernández-Serrano et al., 2019). This allows us 
to provide rare large-scale quantitative evidence on how rural business 
owners perceive both enabling factors and barriers to entrepreneurship.

Importantly, while previous research has explored how rural entre
preneurs perceive business conditions, few studies have explicitly 
distinguished between in-movers and stayers among the business 
owners. By addressing this gap, our research provides new insights on 
how personal background, networks, and market orientation shape 
perceptions of business conditions in rural entrepreneurial ecosystems.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 pre
sents a literature review, the theoretical framework and some hypoth
eses. Section 3 discusses rural population, in- and out-migration to and 
from rural areas and rural self-employment in the Swedish context, 

while Section 4 presents the data as well as central concepts and defi
nitions used in the analysis. The findings from the survey are discussed 
in Section 5. Section 6 concludes the paper.

2. Literature review and theoretical framework

Understanding how individuals perceive the conditions for success
ful entrepreneurship in rural areas requires attention not only to per
sonal characteristics and industry differences but also to the broader 
context in which entrepreneurial activity occurs. The concept of entre
preneurial ecosystems (EEs) provides a useful lens for analyzing this 
context (see Queissner et al., 2025 for a survey). Entrepreneurial eco
systems refer to the interconnected set of actors, institutions, resources, 
and cultural attributes that enable and constrain entrepreneurial activity 
within a specific place (Isenberg, 2010; Stam, 2015; Stam and Spigel, 
2018; Spigel, 2017). Rather than isolating individual-level traits, EE 
theory emphasizes how entrepreneurs interact with their environment 
through access to finance, talent, infrastructure, markets, networks, and 
supportive policies. Spigel (2017) groups the dimensions of an EE into 
three categories: cultural attributes which determine the legitimacy of 
entrepreneurship and tolerance for risk and failure; social attributes that 
govern access to talent, finance, and knowledge through networks and 
relationships; and material attributes define the formal institutional and 
infrastructural environment, including policy and regulations, presence 
of higher education institutions, support services, physical infrastruc
ture and open market. Differences in the composition and functioning of 
these components generate heterogeneity in entrepreneurial ecosystems 
across places (Roundy et al., 2017).

Although much of the literature on EEs has focused on urban tech 
hubs or high-growth regions, recent work has applied the concept to 
rural contexts and highlights systematic differences in how rural eco
systems function. In particular, Miles and Morrison (2020) argue that, 
relative to urban areas, rural ecosystems are characterized by institu
tional and market thinness. They face more limited access to infra
structure and human capital, have weaker access to finance, government 
support programs, and knowledge spillovers, and experience higher 
costs of reaching large external markets. Rural areas also tend to exhibit 
lower diversity of economic activity.

Muñoz and Kimmitt (2019) similarly argue that rural entrepre
neurship is structurally place-based, as it is typically tied to natural as
sets and embedded in a local identity. It is further shaped by the 
geographic distance to markets and by the conditions created by small 
local demand. As a result, they characterize rural markets as thinner, 
more relational, and more locally bounded. This contrasts with urban 
areas, where scale, density, and market thickness dominate.

In economically thin rural environments, institutional quality and 
public coordination may therefore become especially important in 
shaping entrepreneurial activity, as private market-based support 
structures are often incomplete (Colombo et al., 2019; Miles and Mor
rison, 2020). At the same time, while network size is typically smaller in 
rural than in urban areas, social networks tend to be deeper and more 
tightly knit, reflecting strong local embeddedness (e.g., Bosworth and 
Atterton, 2012; Korsgaard et al., 2015; Miles and Morrison, 2020). 
Embeddedness in local social networks shapes access to information, 
resources, and opportunities, thereby directly affecting entrepreneurial 
behavior and performance (Jack and Anderson, 2002; Bosworth and 
Atterton, 2012). These characteristics influence how different types of 
entrepreneurs experience barriers and opportunities in operating 
businesses.

The role of in-migrants in rural economies has received growing 
scholarly attention. Several studies highlight how in-migrants act as 
catalysts of entrepreneurial activity in rural areas, bringing new skills, 
networks, and perspectives (e.g., Stockdale, 2006; Bosworth, 2008; 
Bosworth and Atterton, 2012; Deller et al., 2019). In-migrants 
frequently engage in service sectors and skill-intensive industries, in 
contrast to long-standing rural residents whose businesses are often tied 

1 This definition captures the common element of risk-taking inherent in 
operating a business, while acknowledging that the degree of risk and growth 
orientation may vary across different types of business owners. Given our focus 
on rural economic activity, where small-scale firms and solo self-employment 
dominate, this inclusive definition provides an appropriate and policy- 
relevant lens for analyzing entrepreneurial activity.
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to natural resources or local markets (e.g., Kalantaridis and Bika, 2006). 
In-migrants may rely less on local support structures and instead draw 
upon external networks and broader market connections.

At the same time, local social capital and embeddedness play a vital 
role in shaping rural entrepreneurship (e.g., Bosworth and Atterton, 
2012). As mentioned above, embeddedness influences access to re
sources, customers, and institutional support. Stayers, who have lived in 
the rural area since childhood, may benefit from embedded local social 
capital, established relationships with municipal actors, and better 
knowledge of local norms and expectations (e.g., Korsgaard et al., 2015). 
However, such embeddedness can also create path dependency, 
increasing reliance on local demand and services, limiting business 
expansion into external markets, and potentially heightening sensitivity 
to local institutional shortcomings (e.g., Jack and Anderson, 2002).

This framework suggests that entrepreneurs engage differently with 
the components of the entrepreneurial ecosystem based on personal 
characteristics, networks, and market orientation. It provides a con
ceptual basis for understanding variation in perceptions of business 
conditions. While we lack direct measures of social capital or network 
embeddedness in our data, variation between in-movers and stayers in 

perceived barriers and success factors offers an indirect but informative 
lens into these dynamics.

Specifically, based on this literature, we propose the following hy
potheses. First, we expect that in-movers perceive fewer local institu
tional and infrastructural barriers (e.g., municipal support, access to 
public services) than stayers, due to their lower reliance on embedded 
local networks and greater orientation toward external connections. 
Second, in-movers should be more likely to place greater importance on 
communications infrastructure (e.g., broadband, transport) than 
stayers, reflecting their stronger orientation toward external markets 
and connections beyond the local area. Finally, we expect that stayers 
will emphasize locally embedded factors, such as local demand and 
municipal responsiveness, as more important for business success, 
owing to their deeper social ties and dependence on local networks.

3. Population, migration and self-employment in rural areas

To situate our analysis, we briefly outline rural Sweden in terms of 
population, migration flows, and self-employment patterns. Fig. 1 shows 
the how population has developed in rural as well as non-rural 

Fig. 1. Population trends in rural and non-rural municipalities, Sweden, 2005–2024 (millions).

Fig. 2. In-migration to rural and non-rural municipalities, Sweden, 2002–2024.
Note: Domestic in-migration as a share of population in each area type.
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municipalities (for definitions, see Section 4) in Sweden over the period 
2005 to 2024. The non-rural population grew substantially during these 
years, from around 6.5 million to somewhat more than 8 million, while 
the population residing in non-rural municipalities remained relatively 
stable at around 2.5 million. Today, rural areas account for nearly 25 
percent of Sweden's total population.

The relatively stable population size in rural municipalities hides the 
fact that there has been considerable in-as well as out-migration to and 
from such areas over the years, as seen in Figs. 2 and 3, showing 
migration flows in relation to population. During the period, the flows of 
in-movers to rural municipalities have varied between 4 and 6 percent, 
while the corresponding figures for non-rural municipalities are 6–7 
percent. Regarding out-movers, flows from rural municipalities 
amounted to 4–5 percent and 5–7 percent in non-rural areas. It is evident 
from Figs. 2 and 3 that migration flows, in relation to population, are 
lower in rural than in non-rural municipalities. Even so, there has been a 
relatively constant influx of newcomers to rural municipalities, who may 
play an important role for the economic activity there, as suggested by 
the theoretical framework regarding entrepreneurial ecosystems dis
cussed in the previous section. In-movers are likely to differ in several 
respects from individuals who have grown up in the municipality as 
regards their self-employment activities.

According to Eurostat, the rural self-employment sector in Sweden is 
comparable in size to the EU average––18.5 and 20.2 percent of the total 
number of self-employed, respectively. Fig. 4 shows that Swedish self- 
employment rates have been declining somewhat in both rural and 
non-rural areas, but have been slightly higher on average in the former. 
Between 2005 and 2021, self-employment rates fell from slightly more 
than 8 percent of the population to around 7 percent in rural areas, with 
corresponding figures of approximately 7 and 6 percent, respectively, 
for non-rural municipalities. The higher rates of self-employment in 
rural areas can to a large extent be explained by the concentration of 
agricultural activity to such settings.

4. Data

Our analysis is based on survey data collected in 2023, linked to 
register data. We focus on individuals who are business owners in rural 
areas, with a comparative analysis of business owners in other regions. 
The survey, administrated by Statistics Sweden, targeted individuals 
aged 25–55 in 2021, whose primary source of income is from running a 
firm with up to ten employees, including both limited and unlimited 
liability firms.2 It provides rarely available information on the condi
tions for conducting business as perceived by business owners them
selves. Respondents were asked about the prerequisites for a successful 
business and the extent to which they encounter obstacles in their daily 
operations. The survey was distributed early in 2023 to a random, 
representative sample of 20,000 business owners, with the option of 
responding online or via mail.3 The sample was stratified by munici
pality type (rural versus non-rural), whether the respondent had grown 
up in or migrated to their current municipality, and the age of the firm. A 
detailed breakdown of the strata is presented in Table A.1 in the Ap
pendix. Because only minor differences were observed by firm age, and 
to maintain focus, we do not differentiate between groups based on this 
dimension in the analysis.

We linked the survey responses to register data from Statistics 

Sweden, which allows us to connect the survey findings to a wide range 
of individual characteristics (e.g., age, gender, educational attainment, 
marital status, and place of residence) and firm characteristics (e.g., 
business line) for the year 2021. This linkage offers several advantages. 
First, it ensures that information on background characteristics is ac
curate and avoids reporting error. Second, it reduces the number of 
survey questions that respondents must answer, allowing the survey to 
focus on core topics. This improves the quality of responses and in
creases response rates by lowering respondent fatigue.

To determine rural residency, we utilize the regional classification 
provided by the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions 
(SALAR, 2017). This classification divides the 290 Swedish municipal
ities into three main groups based on population size, geographic den
sity, proximity to large cities or urban areas, and commuting patterns: A) 
metropolitan areas and their surrounding municipalities, B) larger 
towns and their neighboring municipalities, and C) smaller towns and 
rural municipalities.4 As of 2017, 46 municipalities belonged to Group 
A, 108 to Group B, and 136 to Group C. In our analysis, we define mu
nicipalities in group C as rural areas, which constitute the primary focus 
of this paper, while Groups A and B are combined and referred to as 
non-rural areas.5

Within rural areas, we distinguish between two groups of business 
owners: stayers and in-movers. Stayers are defined as those who were 
either born in a rural municipality or migrated to such a municipality at 
age 18 or younger. In-movers are defined as those who migrated to a 
rural municipality from another area in Sweden or from abroad at age 19 
or older, focusing on their most recent move. The age threshold is 
motivated by the fact that moves before age 19 are more likely to reflect 
parental decisions, whereas moves undertaken from age 19 and onwards 
are more plausibly the result of individuals' own choices. Age 18 also 
represents the age of legal adulthood in Sweden and typically coincides 
with the completion of upper secondary school, marking a natural 
transition to independent decision-making regarding education, resi
dence, and employment. By focusing on the most recent move, we 
capture the migration decision most directly connected to individuals’ 
current entrepreneurial activity.

We received 5070 responses from business owners, resulting in a 
response rate of 25.4 percent. Of these responses, 4942 were included in 
our analysis.6 Tables A.2 and A.3 in the Appendix show the character
istics of the sample as a whole and those of the respondents utilized in 
the analysis, based on the register data for 2021. Respondents are on 
average slightly older than the sample as a whole (45.1 vs. 42.5 years), 
more often female (36 percent vs. 31 percent), and more often married 
(53 percent vs. 45 percent). They also tend to have higher educational 
attainment, with a greater share holding tertiary education (51 percent 
vs. 35 percent) and fewer with only primary education. At the same 
time, respondents are somewhat less likely to be foreign-born (14 
percent vs. 19 percent). In contrast, the share of respondents with 
children under the age of 18 is nearly identical to that in the overall 

2 The survey was administered by Statistics Sweden, which holds register- 
based contact information for all business owners in the country. From this 
population, Statistics Sweden drew a random, stratified sample of firm owners 
and contacted them directly. Researchers did not have access to names, ad
dresses, or other identifying information of the respondents; all analyses are 
conducted on anonymized data linked by Statistics Sweden.

3 This implies that at the time of the survey in 2023, the respondents were 
between 27 and 57 years old.

4 Specifically, Group A is composed of metropolitan areas with a population 
of at least 200,000 inhabitants, as well as municipalities where at least 40 
percent of the workforce commutes to either the metropolitan areas or adjacent 
municipalities. Group B encompasses towns with populations ranging from 
40,000 to 200,000 inhabitants, along with nearby municipalities where a 
minimum of 25 percent of the workforce commutes to these towns. Group C 
includes all other municipalities. Denoting group C as rural areas, as we do, 
may result in some measurement errors, as small towns are included.

5 Maps of Sweden, illustrating the geographical distribution of municipalities 
in rural and non-rural areas, along with the average proportion of business 
owners in these groups in 2021, are included in the Appendix (Figure A.1). 
Municipalities in rural areas are scattered throughout all major regions of 
Sweden, from the south to the north. However, there is a notable concentration 
in the “forest counties” located in the central and northern parts of the country.

6 Respondents who reported having more than ten employees were excluded 
from the analyses.
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sample.
These differences indicate that the respondent pool is somewhat 

positively selected compared to the full sample of business owners: re
spondents are slightly older, more educated, and less likely to be foreign- 
born. This suggests they may have greater access to resources and net
works, and longer business experience. However, the differences are 
generally small. To further account for these differences, we present the 
survey results using weights, ensuring that the findings are representa
tive of the full sample.

Tables A.2 and A.3 provide initial evidence of systematic differences 
between stayers and in-movers who operate businesses in rural areas. 
These differences relate both to personal characteristics and sectoral 
choice. First, in-movers are more often female (42 percent vs. 27 
percent) and more highly educated, with 60 percent holding tertiary 
education compared to only 19 percent of stayers. By contrast, stayers 
are predominantly male and much more likely to have only secondary 
education (73 percent vs. 35 percent among in-movers). These patterns 

suggest that in-movers bring higher levels of human capital to rural 
areas. Given the importance of education and diverse experiences for 
accessing external networks and markets (e.g., Bosworth and Atterton, 
2012), these characteristics are consistent with the expectation that 
in-movers are less dependent on local support structures and more 
outward-looking in their business orientation.

Second, sectoral differences are also striking. Stayers are heavily 
concentrated in traditional, location-dependent industries such as agri
culture, forestry and fisheries (22 percent vs. 10 percent among in- 
movers) and construction (22 percent vs. 11 percent). In contrast, in- 
movers are much more likely to operate in knowledge-intensive and 
service-oriented sectors. Nearly 30 percent of in-movers are in financial 
and business services, compared to only 16 percent of stayers, while 7 
percent of in-movers are in information and communication compared 
to just 2 percent of stayers. This distribution supports the view that in- 
movers expand the scope of rural entrepreneurial ecosystems by 
engaging in sectors less dependent on local natural resources and more 

Fig. 3. Out-migration from rural and non-rural municipalities, Sweden, 2002–2024.
Note: Domestic out-migration as a share of population in each area type.

Fig. 4. Self-employment rate in rural and non-rural areas, Sweden, 2005–2021.
Note: Self-employment is defined as being a sole proprietor, or being an owner or co-owner of an incorporated firm, who receives the primary income from business 
operations. Self-employed as a share of population in each area type.
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connected to wider markets (e.g., Kalantaridis and Bika, 2006).

5. Survey results

5.1. Perceptions of enabling factors and barriers for business success

Turning to how perceptions of barriers and enabling factors differ 
between stayers and in-movers in rural areas, we present the survey 
responses of these business owners in Tables 1–4. Similar to other sur
veys on attitudes, we used a Likert scale featuring four response options: 
Very important, Fairly important, Somewhat important, and Not at all 
important (with context-dependent wording where appropriate). For 
clarity, we combine the first two responses into Very/Fairly important 
and report only this aggregated measure in the tables.

The first question, labeled as A in Table 1, concerns the general 
satisfaction with their work as business owner. A clear majority, 
approximately 88 percent, indicated that they are either very or fairly 
satisfied with their work, without notable differences between stayers 
and in-movers in rural areas or compared to respondents in non-rural 
areas.

Table 1 also reports personal factors influencing decisions to become 
a business owner (see question B). Both in-movers and stayers in rural 
areas highlight flexibility and independence as central. Around 62 
percent of stayers and 72 percent of in-movers stress flexible working 
hours, while 79 percent of stayers and 84 percent of in-movers point to 
being in charge of their own tasks. In-movers are also more likely than 
stayers to emphasize realizing a business idea (58 vs. 52 percent) and 
difficulties in securing a permanent job (11 vs. 4 percent). Such diffi
culties may reflect that the respondent started the business out of ne
cessity, due to a lack of better alternatives. In contrast, inheriting a 
business is more common among stayers (13 vs. 6 percent), consistent 
with their stronger embeddedness in rural communities. Both stayers 
and in-movers assign similar weight to contributing to local economic 
activity, with roughly one in ten citing this motive.

Among non-rural respondents, satisfaction levels are similarly high 
(88 percent). However, their motivations differ in important ways. They 
are more likely than both stayers and in-movers in rural areas to stress 
higher expected income (38 percent) as a motive, and less likely to view 
local contribution as important (7 percent). Non-rural firm owners’ 
emphasis on flexibility is close to that of in-movers, but stronger than 
among stayers.

Table 2 shows clear differences between stayers and in-movers in 
rural municipalities regarding the factors they consider important for 
running a business. Stayers emphasize conditions rooted in the local 
institutional and market environment. About 72 percent identify de
mand from the local market as important, compared to 59 percent 
among in-movers. Similarly, around 40 percent of stayers highlight the 
attitudes and responsiveness of local politicians and municipal officials, 
while only about one-third of in-movers share this view. Stayers also 
attach greater importance to access to networks with other entrepre
neurs, municipal services, and financial support. Taken together, these 
results indicate that stayers are more embedded in, and dependent on, 
the immediate institutional and market context.

In contrast, in-movers assign relatively less importance to local in
stitutions and demand but place greater weight on infrastructure that 
connects them to markets beyond the municipality. For instance, 42 
percent of in-movers highlight transport connections via road, rail, and 
air as important, compared to 36 percent among stayers, and in a 
separate query (not shown in Table 2), roughly half of reported targeting 
markets outside the local area, compared to just over a third of stayers. 
They also report somewhat higher importance of mobile and broadband 
communications. This pattern is consistent with the idea that in-movers 
are more outward-oriented, relying on external networks and broader 
markets rather than local institutions and demand.

Non-rural respondents also emphasize communications and demand. 
They place relatively little importance on municipal actors or services 

(about 28 percent), and fewer regard business advisory services, finan
cial support, or the Public Employment Service as central (between 7 
and 18 percent). Their entrepreneurial ecosystems appear less depen
dent on local government responsiveness, possibly reflecting the denser 
institutional environment and more diversified markets outside rural 
areas.

Table 3 addresses obstacles to running a business. Among stayers in 
rural areas, a wide range of barriers are perceived as significant. Taxes 
and employer contributions are considered important by nearly 60 
percent, and stayers also show heightened concern with regulations, 
energy and fuel costs (52 and 65 percent, respectively), difficulties in 
recruiting skilled workers, and issues related to crime and safety.

In contrast, in-movers report lower levels of concern across most 
barriers, and their responses suggest a narrower set of perceived con
straints. While they share concerns about taxes and costs, in-movers 
appear less reliant on local institutions, which may shield them from 
some of the challenges that stayers emphasize.

Non-rural respondents generally report fewer barriers than both 
groups in rural municipalities. An exception is competition from other 
businesses, which is highlighted more strongly outside rural areas.

Table 4 focuses on barriers tied specifically to local conditions, 
relating to perceived barriers for running a business in the area where 
the business owners live. In this way, we shed further light on the 
importance of local factors for business conditions of stayers and in- 
movers in rural areas. For stayers, lack of access to municipal services, 
bank offices, and police emerges as a distinctive concern. This again 
points to a stronger embeddedness in local networks and greater 
dependence on the continuity of local institutions.

In contrast, in-movers are more likely than stayers to emphasize the 
importance of mobile networks and transport links via road, rail, and air. 
These priorities align with their external orientation and the need to 
maintain ties to broader markets and networks outside the immediate 
locality.

Non-rural respondents express less concern overall with local chal
lenges. While communications infrastructure is still regarded as the most 
important local factor, the absence of services such as banks, police, or 
welfare facilities is rarely seen as a constraint. This again may reflect the 
stronger institutional density of non-rural entrepreneurial ecosystems.

5.2. What explains responses of in-movers and stayers?

The findings in Tables 3 and 4 indicate systematic differences be
tween stayers and in-movers who operate businesses in rural areas. 
Stayers place greater emphasis on local factors that hinder their business 
operations, while in-movers attach relatively more importance to con
nectivity and infrastructure that link them to external markets. These 
patterns suggest that the degree of local embeddedness shapes how 
business owners perceive obstacles to running a business.

To assess whether these differences are attributable to embeddedness 
itself or to underlying differences in education, gender, or sector, we 
next turn to conditional analyses focusing on a subset of barriers that 
hold particular policy relevance. These include factors directly shaped 
by national and local governments, such as laws and regulations, taxes 
and employer contributions, and the provision of communications and 
municipal services.7 The sample consists of rural business owners and 
we estimate linear probability models, where the dependent variable 

7 We have excluded primary care, schools and childcare, for which the raw 
data in Table 4 do not indicate significant differences in attitudes between in- 
movers and stayers, from the regression analyses.
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takes the value of 1 if the obstacle to business is “very” or “fairly” 
important, and 0 otherwise.8 The explanatory variables include whether 
the respondent is an in-mover, their age and its square, gender, marital 
status, the presence of children in the household, whether they are 
foreign-born, their level of education, and the industry in which they 
operate.

The first set of regressions is shown in Table 5, focusing on a subset of 
barriers from Table 3: access to financial capital, laws and regulation, 
taxes and employer contributions, energy and fuel costs, and competi
tion from municipal operations. Once characteristics of respondents are 
taken into account, most of the differences between in-movers and 
stayers observed in Table 3 are no longer statistically significant. The 

main exceptions concern energy and fuel costs. In-movers continue to 
report lower levels of concern than stayers, although the magnitude of 
the gap is reduced: the difference for energy costs falls from 14.7 to 7.0 
percentage points, and for fuel costs from 16.9 to 4.4 percentage points. 
This suggests that part of the raw difference is explained by composi
tional factors, but that in-movers nevertheless remain less likely to view 
cost pressures as major obstacles.

Other respondent characteristics also shape perceptions of barriers. 
Educational attainment plays a significant role: individuals with tertiary 
education are consistently less likely than those with lower levels of 
education to consider the barriers listed in Table 5 as important. The 
discrepancy compared to those with primary education varies between 
4.5 and 17.6 percentage points, depending on the barrier. This pattern 
may indicate a greater capacity to navigate or mitigate perceived busi
ness challenges. Foreign-born business owners are more concerned than 
natives about most obstacles, whereas females and married individuals 
are less inclined than their male and unmarried counterparts, respec
tively, to view certain barriers as important. Age, by contrast, shows 
little systematic association with attitudes toward business 

Table 5 
How important a barrier do you feel the following are to your business operations?

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Access to financial 
capital

Laws and 
regulations

Taxes and employer 
contributions

Energy costs Fuel costs Competition from  
municipal 
operations

Rural in-mover 0.0022 − 0.0009 − 0.0253 − 0.0698*** − 0.0437** − 0.0209*
(0.0172) (0.0188) (0.0203) (0.0193) (0.0186) (0.0121)

Age − 0.0104 0.0142 0.0050 0.0013 0.0114 − 0.0004
(0.0111) (0.0121) (0.0131) (0.0125) (0.0120) (0.0078)

Age2 x 1000 0.0001 − 0.0002 − 0.0001 0.0000 − 0.0001 − 0.0000
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0002) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)

Female 0.0101 − 0.0716*** 0.0177 − 0.0338* − 0.1010*** 0.0085
(0.0177) (0.0193) (0.0208) (0.0198) (0.0192) (0.0124)

Married − 0.0428*** 0.0128 − 0.0442** − 0.0185 − 0.0620*** 0.0002
(0.0160) (0.0175) (0.0189) (0.0180) (0.0174) (0.0113)

Children under 18 0.0239 − 0.0129 0.0043 0.0200 − 0.0045 0.0068
(0.0170) (0.0186) (0.0200) (0.0191) (0.0184) (0.0120)

Foreign-born 0.0777*** 0.0369 0.0704** 0.1002*** 0.0821*** 0.0958***
(0.0263) (0.0288) (0.0310) (0.0296) (0.0285) (0.0185)

Secondary educ. − 0.0741** − 0.0551 − 0.0748** − 0.0538 − 0.0202 − 0.0090
(0.0315) (0.0345) (0.0371) (0.0353) (0.0343) (0.0224)

Tertiary educ. − 0.0900*** − 0.0911** − 0.1764*** − 0.1622*** − 0.1121*** − 0.0447*
(0.0333) (0.0365) (0.0393) (0.0373) (0.0362) (0.0236)

No educ. data − 0.1864 − 0.3029* − 0.2976* − 0.2209 0.0536 0.2688***
(0.1447) (0.1564) (0.1683) (0.1603) (0.1551) (0.1007)

Manufacturing and extraction − 0.0943*** − 0.3050*** − 0.0112 − 0.0604 − 0.2144*** − 0.0325
(0.0358) (0.0392) (0.0423) (0.0401) (0.0388) (0.0252)

Construction − 0.1476*** − 0.3077*** − 0.0723** − 0.2727*** − 0.1012*** 0.0672***
(0.0273) (0.0299) (0.0322) (0.0307) (0.0296) (0.0193)

Retail − 0.0403 − 0.2965*** 0.0185 − 0.1288*** − 0.2792*** 0.0368*
(0.0297) (0.0325) (0.0351) (0.0334) (0.0323) (0.0210)

Transportation − 0.0719 − 0.0952* 0.0232 − 0.0427 0.0519 0.1861***
(0.0487) (0.0534) (0.0572) (0.0547) (0.0527) (0.0342)

Hotels and restaurants − 0.0680 − 0.1016** 0.0244 0.0540 − 0.2314*** 0.1207***
(0.0446) (0.0491) (0.0527) (0.0503) (0.0486) (0.0316)

Information and communication − 0.2001*** − 0.4554*** − 0.1249*** − 0.4245*** − 0.5116*** − 0.0142
(0.0408) (0.0448) (0.0482) (0.0460) (0.0444) (0.0289)

Financial activities, business 
services

− 0.1836*** − 0.3582*** − 0.1383*** − 0.3384*** − 0.3303*** 0.0283
(0.0258) (0.0283) (0.0305) (0.0290) (0.0280) (0.0182)

Personal and cultural services − 0.1260*** − 0.3400*** − 0.0732** − 0.2685*** − 0.4556*** 0.0025
(0.0302) (0.0330) (0.0356) (0.0338) (0.0327) (0.0212)

Other − 0.1444*** − 0.2005*** − 0.0578 − 0.2819*** − 0.3887*** 0.0455*
(0.0376) (0.0413) (0.0445) (0.0423) (0.0409) (0.0266)

Constant 0.7396*** 0.3668 0.6640** 0.7006** 0.6658** 0.1039
(0.2499) (0.2733) (0.2945) (0.2807) (0.2711) (0.1765)

# of obs. 3124 3127 3125 3124 3130 3127
Mean of dep. variable 0.231 0.342 0.557 0.438 0.558 0.098
Adj. R2 0.0363 0.0856 0.0336 0.1214 0.1794 0.0355

Note: The sample consists of business owners in rural municipalities. The dependent variable is the probability of responses “Very important” or “Fairly important”. The 
reference category for education is Primary education and for industry Agriculture, forestry and fishing. Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p <
0.01.

8 An alternative is to estimate a non-linear probability model, e.g., probit. 
Marginal effects tend to be similar in linear and non-linear models, so we have 
chosen the former for simplicity (see Angrist and Pischke, 2009 for a discus
sion). However, we use ordered probit regressions to check for robustness (see 
Section 5.3).
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impediments.
Table 5 also shows that the industry in which business owners 

operate influences the perception of barriers. Business owners in skill- 
intensive services, such as information and communication, financial 
activities, business services, and personal and cultural services, are 
generally much less likely than those in other sectors to perceive the 
examined barriers as important. Additionally, respondents across all 
industries tend to view the barriers as less pertinent compared to those 
in agriculture, forestry, and fishing (the reference category). A notable 
exception is the perception of competition from municipal operations, 
which is regarded as more important in non-agricultural sectors, 
particularly in transportation and the hospitality industry. These results 
suggest that sectoral characteristics shape how business owners 

interpret the challenges of doing business, with knowledge-intensive 
activities potentially less constrained by local institutional or resource 
limitations.

Turning to local barriers to business activities, reported in Table 6, 
we again observe that most of the differences between in-movers and 
stayers, which were already modest in the descriptive results, become 
statistically insignificant or smaller in magnitude once their character
istics are taken into account. Business owners with tertiary education 
show a slightly lower tendency to consider lack of access to the Public 
Employment Service as an important barrier. Conversely, foreign-born 
business owners are more likely than their native counterparts to 
perceive the absence of access to bank offices, police, and the Public 
Employment Service as problematic.

Table 6 
How important of a barrier do you feel the following are to running a business where you live?

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Mobile and broadband 
communications

Communications via road, 
rail, and air

Municipal services and responses 
when dealing with business issues

Bank office Police Public 
employment 
service

Rural in-mover 0.0057 0.0611*** − 0.0063 − 0.0357** − 0.0282* 0.0024
(0.0157) (0.0160) (0.0146) (0.0158) (0.0144) (0.0090)

Age 0.0004 0.0132 0.0116 0.0140 0.0037 − 0.0046
(0.0106) (0.0108) (0.0099) (0.0107) (0.0097) (0.0061)

Age2 x 1000 − 0.0000 − 0.0002 − 0.0001 − 0.0001 − 0.0000 0.0001
(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)

Female 0.0050 0.0006 − 0.0111 0.0101 − 0.0346** 0.0072
(0.0162) (0.0165) (0.0150) (0.0163) (0.0148) (0.0093)

Married − 0.0054 − 0.0104 0.0118 − 0.0276* 0.0025 − 0.0057
(0.0146) (0.0149) (0.0136) (0.0147) (0.0134) (0.0084)

Children under 18 0.0002 0.0040 − 0.0166 0.0089 − 0.0122 0.0040
(0.0155) (0.0158) (0.0145) (0.0156) (0.0142) (0.0089)

Foreign-born 0.0186 − 0.0254 0.0064 0.0527** 0.0586*** 0.0906***
(0.0241) (0.0246) (0.0224) (0.0242) (0.0220) (0.0139)

Secondary educ. − 0.0308 0.0143 − 0.0009 − 0.0134 0.0086 − 0.0269
(0.0288) (0.0294) (0.0268) (0.0291) (0.0264) (0.0166)

Tertiary educ. 0.0072 0.0392 − 0.0402 − 0.0493 − 0.0205 − 0.0501***
(0.0305) (0.0312) (0.0284) (0.0308) (0.0280) (0.0175)

No educ. data 0.1305 − 0.1803 − 0.1860 − 0.0066 − 0.0842 − 0.1543**
(0.1306) (0.1332) (0.1215) (0.1314) (0.1196) (0.0751)

Manufacturing and 
extraction

− 0.0305 0.0634* 0.0120 0.0035 − 0.0536* 0.0288
(0.0328) (0.0334) (0.0304) (0.0329) (0.0299) (0.0188)

Construction − 0.0268 − 0.0372 0.0037 − 0.0135 − 0.0116 0.0168
(0.0250) (0.0255) (0.0232) (0.0251) (0.0229) (0.0144)

Retail − 0.0318 0.0535* 0.0441* 0.0248 0.0418* 0.0184
(0.0272) (0.0277) (0.0253) (0.0274) (0.0249) (0.0157)

Transport − 0.0275 0.0094 0.0385 0.0828* 0.0427 0.0358
(0.0444) (0.0453) (0.0414) (0.0446) (0.0406) (0.0255)

Hotels and restaurants − 0.0116 0.1093*** 0.0679* 0.0594 0.0163 0.0559**
(0.0411) (0.0419) (0.0382) (0.0413) (0.0376) (0.0236)

Information and 
communication

0.0076 0.0143 − 0.0782** − 0.1082*** − 0.1116*** − 0.0150
(0.0375) (0.0382) (0.0348) (0.0377) (0.0342) (0.0215)

Financial activities, 
business services

0.0276 0.0337 − 0.0123 − 0.0051 − 0.0560*** − 0.0004
(0.0236) (0.0241) (0.0220) (0.0237) (0.0216) (0.0136)

Personal and cultural 
services

− 0.0402 − 0.0106 − 0.0567** − 0.0319 − 0.0536** 0.0128
(0.0275) (0.0281) (0.0256) (0.0277) (0.0252) (0.0158)

Other − 0.0886** − 0.0209 − 0.0198 − 0.0794** − 0.0956*** − 0.0196
(0.0344) (0.0352) (0.0321) (0.0346) (0.0315) (0.0198)

Constant 0.1915 − 0.1372 − 0.0454 − 0.0991 0.0688 0.1477
(0.2286) (0.2332) (0.2124) (0.2300) (0.2090) (0.1315)

# of obs. 3129 3129 3125 3130 3130 3124
Mean of dep. variable 0.1748 0.1863 0.1472 0.1796 0.1447 0.0512
Adj R2 0.0049 0.0150 0.0109 0.0143 0.0273 0.0238

Note: The sample consists of business owners in rural municipalities. The dependent variable is the probability of responses “Very important” or “Fairly important”. The 
reference category for education is Primary education and for industry Agriculture, forestry and fishing. Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p <
0.01.
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Industry also plays a role, though less consistently than in Table 5. 
Business owners in skill-intensive sectors are generally less inclined to 
perceive lack of access to municipal services and responses when dealing 
with business issues, or the lack of bank office and police presence as 
significant barriers. Conversely, business owners in the retail and hos
pitality are more likely than those in other industries––including agri
culture––to express greater concern over lack of access to 
communications via road, rail, and air and to municipal services and 
responsiveness when dealing with business issues.

To sum up, according to the survey responses, business owners in 
rural municipalities place greater emphasis on both enabling and con
straining conditions for entrepreneurship than their counterparts in non- 
rural areas, possibly reflecting the thinner institutional environment and 
stronger dependence on local factors in rural settings. Within rural 
areas, stayers consistently report higher concern with local barriers, 
such as municipal responsiveness, access to services, and energy costs, 
than in-movers. By contrast, in-movers emphasize communications and 
transport infrastructure to a greater degree and orient their businesses 
more often toward external markets. These patterns are consistent with 
the idea that stayers are more deeply embedded in local networks and 
dependent on place-based resources, whereas in-movers rely less on 
local institutions and more on external linkages.

Regression analyses reveal that the differences between rural in- 
movers and stayers who operate businesses are largely explained by 
observable characteristics. In-movers are more highly educated, more 
often female, and more likely to operate in skill-intensive service sectors, 
all of which are associated with perceiving fewer local barriers. Stayers, 
in turn, remain heavily represented in agriculture and other location- 
dependent industries where local institutional weaknesses and input 
costs weigh more heavily. This suggests that the contrast between the 
two groups does not only reflect embeddedness or geography—since 
both operate under the same local conditions—but rather different 
forms of engagement with the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem.

These findings align closely with the theoretical expectations set out 
in Section 2. As predicted, in-movers appear less reliant on embedded 
local networks and more outward-looking, while stayers highlight 
locally embedded factors and institutional responsiveness as critical for 
business success. At the same time, the fact that in-movers contribute to 
rural economies by serving geographically distant markets suggests that 
they may complement, rather than substitute, the locally anchored ac
tivities of stayers.

5.3. Robustness checks and tests for heterogeneity9

As regards the findings in Tables 5 and 6 for rural business owners, 
we have performed a number of robustness checks and tests for het
erogeneity. First, the regressions used a binary dependent variable, 
taking the value of 1 if the obstacle to business is “very” or “fairly” 
important, and 0 otherwise. To check whether using more detailed in
formation on all response alternatives in the dependent variable affects 
our results, we have estimated ordered probit regressions. In Tables A.4 
and A.5 in the Appendix, the value 4 for the dependent variable repre
sents a barrier that is considered “very important”, 3 stands for “fairly 
important”, 2 means “somewhat important” and 1 indicates an obstacle 
that is “not important at all”. To save space, the tables show the marginal 
effects for the rural in-mover variable only, which is of main interest in 
our analysis. While our conclusions from Tables 5 and 6 remain largely 
unchanged, there is more conclusive evidence in Table A.5 that laws and 
regulations are regarded as a smaller obstacle for in-movers than stayers. 
In-movers are 1.7 percentage points less likely than stayers to view this 
barrier as “very important”, and 1.6 percentage points less inclined to 
consider it “fairly important”. In some cases, the ordered probit results 

differ somewhat from the main results (e.g., column 2 in Tables 5 and in 
Table A.4). This reflects the fact that collapsing the four-point scale into 
a binary indicator masks underlying distributional shifts.10 Overall, 
however, the results from both approaches are largely consistent and 
point in the same direction with stayers tending to perceive more bar
riers than in-movers.

Second, as another robustness check (in unreported regressions), we 
added dummies for municipalities to the specifications in Tables 5 and 6. 
The motivation for this exercise is that unobserved municipal charac
teristics, such as local business climate, institutional quality, or infra
structure, may influence both the perception of barriers and the 
composition of business owners. Controlling for these factors through 
fixed effects ensures that the estimates reflect within-municipality 
variation rather than cross-municipality differences. This exercise pro
duced very small changes in the estimates and only minor increments in 
explanatory power (adjusted R2).

Third, differences in social embeddedness may help explain dissim
ilarities in attitudes between in-movers and stayers who operate busi
nesses in rural areas. While we have no direct measure of social 
embeddedness in our data, we have used three proxies, added to the 
specifications in Tables 5 and 6, to assess this possibility. As a first proxy, 
we included the number of years the respondents had run their busi
nesses, as longer tenure may signal stronger local ties and greater 
embeddedness. The proxy was entered both as a main effect and in 
interaction with the in-mover variable, in order to capture whether the 
role of embeddedness differs between stayers and in-movers. The results 
(not shown) indicate that for stayers, longer entrepreneurial tenure is 
associated with fewer perceived financing constraints, but with greater 
sensitivity to regulatory, energy-related, and municipal competition 
barriers. This pattern is consistent with the idea that embeddedness 
facilitates access to local financial resources while also heightening 
exposure to institutional frictions. However, the interaction terms are 
insignificant, indicating that these effects do not differ systematically 
between stayers and in-movers. For in-movers, years as entrepreneur 
may reflect broader sectoral or professional networks rather than local 
embeddedness, which helps explain the lack of significant divergence 
relative to stayers.11

Furthermore, for in-movers, we employed two alternative proxies of 
local embeddedness: (i) the distance in kilometers from the municipality 
of origin (the most recent move); and (ii) the number of years of resi
dence in the current rural municipality. The reasoning is that longer 
moves are less likely to preserve pre-existing social ties in the destina
tion and may thus capture weaker embeddedness, while shorter moves 
may indicate stronger local connections. Similarly, longer durations of 
residence in the rural municipality for in-movers may entail stronger 
embeddedness than shorter durations The results show that coefficients 
for both distance and length of residence are generally insignificant, 
indicating that heterogeneity in this regard does not affect our findings 
much. However, years in the municipality seem to affect concerns for 
fuel costs as well as lack of mobile and broadband communications 
negatively (with coefficients of − 0.0031 and − 0.0039, respectively, 
both significant at the 5 percent level).12 This pattern may reflect that in- 

9 For brevity, the regressions in this section are not reported in full. Complete 
results are available from the authors on request.

10 More specifically, in the linear probability model, both “fairly important” 
and “very important” are coded as one, so reductions in the probability of 
choosing either category tend to cancel out, yielding coefficients close to zero. 
The ordered probit, by contrast, makes use of the full response scale and shows 
that in-movers are systematically less likely than stayers to rate laws and reg
ulations as strong barriers, with probabilities shifted from the high end (“very”/ 
“fairly important”) toward the low end (“somewhat”/“not important”).
11 The exception is Communications via road, rail, and air (with an estimate of 
− 0.0039, significant at the 10 percent level).
12 Distance had small associations with Access to financial capital as well as 

Taxes and employer regulations (coefficients of 0.0001 and − 0.0001, respec
tively, at 10 percent level of significance).
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movers gradually adapt to local transport and communication condi
tions, thereby making external networks less important over time. A 
general caveat, however, is that these proxies capture only narrow as
pects of embeddedness and should therefore be interpreted with 
caution.

In Section 5.2, we noted that female business owners in rural mu
nicipalities tend to put less emphasis than their male counterparts on 
several barriers to success in their activities. Our data also show that 
business activities differ by gender: women are overrepresented in the 
service sector and, on average, employ fewer workers than men. To 
examine whether gender conditions the attitudes of in-movers in 
particular, we interacted the variables In-mover and Female in the 
specifications of Tables 5 and 6. The unreported regressions reveal that 
gender is generally not an important dimension along which in-movers 
differ in their perceptions, with the exception of energy costs, which 
female respondents are more likely than males to view as an obstacle.13

Attitudes toward barriers to business success could differ between 
business owners with and without employees. The former, around 40 
percent of respondents, may be more concerned with, for instance, laws 
and regulations related to employment, employer contributions and 
access to the Public Employment Service. To test for this, we added a 
dummy variable to the specifications in Tables 5 and 6 indicating 
whether the business owner has employees and also included an inter
action between the in-mover variable and the dummy for employees. 
Recall that the maximum number of employees in our sample is ten, so 
the analysis is limited to small firms in terms of employment. Tables A.6 
and A.7 in the Appendix show the results. It is notable that in-movers 
with employees perceive taxes and employer regulations as an impor
tant obstacle, whereas this is not the case for stayers. In general, though, 
business owners with employees do not differ from those without em
ployees in attitudes toward barriers for success, but the former express 
greater concern mainly over laws and regulations as well as municipal 
services.

6. Conclusions

We have conducted a nationwide survey of business owners that 
identifies a broad array of individual and local factors––many of which 
are not possible to analyze with public register data––and examine their 
importance for business success. Given the survey's national scope and 
relatively large sample, combined with high-quality register data, our 
study provides a more detailed picture of conditions for business success 
in rural areas, with potentially important implications for policy. The 
survey thus improves the state of knowledge and contributes to the 
literature on rural entrepreneurship by providing rare large-scale 
quantitative evidence on how business owners perceive both enabling 
factors and barriers in different local contexts.

Our analysis documents substantial heterogeneity in how business 
owners perceive the conditions for business success across different 
types of regions. Business owners in rural municipalities place greater 
weight on both enabling and constraining factors than their counterparts 
in non-rural areas. Within rural areas, stayers who operate businesses 
report higher concern with barriers such as municipal responsiveness, 
access to local services, and energy costs, whereas in-movers emphasize 
communications and transport infrastructure and more often serve 
geographically distant markets. Regression analyses indicate that these 
differences are largely explained by observed characteristics: in-movers 
are more educated, more often female, and more engaged in skill- 
intensive service sectors, while stayers are more concentrated in agri
culture and other location-dependent industries. This highlights the 
importance of accounting for selection and composition when inter
preting differences in perceived business conditions. Our results are 

robust to alternative specifications, and heterogeneity analyses reveal 
only marginal differences in attitudes between rural in-movers and 
stayers across a range of dimensions.

These findings align closely with expectations derived from entre
preneurial ecosystem theory, which emphasizes how the local context 
shapes entrepreneurial outcomes (e.g., Isenberg, 2010; Mason and 
Brown, 2014; Stam, 2015; Spigel, 2017; Stam and Spigel, 2018), and to 
research highlighting the significance of local institutional support for 
entrepreneurial activity (e.g., Colombo et al., 2019; Miles and Morrison, 
2020; Bosworth et al., 2023). While we cannot directly measure social 
capital or local embeddedness, our results suggest that differences in 
how entrepreneurs interact with the ecosystem in terms of dependence 
on local demand, use of external networks, or expectations of institu
tional support play a central role in shaping their views of what matters 
for business success. Specifically, business-owning stayers appear more 
deeply embedded in local networks, making them more reliant on local 
demand and institutional responsiveness but also more exposed to the 
weaknesses of rural institutions. In contrast, in-movers who operate 
businesses rely less on local embeddedness and instead draw on external 
connections, broader markets, and sectoral knowledge that reduces the 
salience of local barriers. This complementarity suggests that rural 
entrepreneurial ecosystems benefit from a diversity of actors: stayers 
anchor economic activity locally, while in-movers extend rural econo
mies outward through market linkages and sectoral diversification (e.g., 
Stockdale, 2006; Bosworth, 2008; Kalantaridis and Bika, 2006; Bos
worth and Atterton, 2012; Korsgaard et al., 2015; Deller et al., 2019). 
These results have direct implications for place-based entrepreneurship 
policy.

In the light of these results, policy should take into consideration the 
differences between in-movers and stayers that we have documented. 
Support for rural entrepreneurship needs to be multifaceted. Policies 
that strengthen local institutional capacity and improve access to basic 
services may be particularly valuable for stayers, whose businesses are 
locally rooted. At the same time, enhancing transport and digital 
infrastructure is crucial for enabling in-movers to leverage their external 
orientation and contribute to rural economic vitality. Recognizing and 
supporting the distinct but complementary roles of these groups is 
therefore essential for fostering resilient and dynamic rural businesses.

Although our study makes use of unique survey data linked to high- 
quality registers, some caveats apply. The fact that certain barriers were 
deemed unimportant by business owners in the survey does not neces
sarily imply that these factors are irrelevant to business success more 
broadly. Our sample is limited to individuals who have successfully 
established and maintained a business. Potential or discouraged entre
preneurs, as well as those who have ceased their business activities, may 
perceive the conditions for entrepreneurship differently.
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Appendix

Fig. A.1. Maps of municipality groups and share of self-employed

Table A.1 
Target populatioin in the survey and the stratified samples.

Stratum Characteristics of the self-employed Number of individuals Response rate, %

Target population Sample Respondents

1 Non-rural resident, firm ≤5 years old 60,852 3310 779 23.5
2 Non-rural resident, firm >5years old 93,588 3323 948 28.5
3 Rural resident, born there or moved there at age ≤18, firm ≤5years old 7483 3330 712 21.4
4 Rural resident, moved there at age >18, firm ≤5 years old 9392 3319 756 22.8
5 Rural resident, born tThere or moved there at age ≤18, firm >5 years old 19,173 3325 870 26.2
6 Rural resident, moved there at age >18, firm >5 Years old 12,976 3321 1005 30.3

Total 203,464 19,928 5070 25.4
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Table A.2 
Descriptive statistics: Survey sample and respondents

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Sample Respondents Rural stayer: 
Sample

Rural stayer: 
Respondents

Rural in-mover: 
Sample

Ruralin-mover: 
Respondents

Non-rural: 
Sample

Non-rural: 
Respondents

Age 42.5 45.1 41.9 45.2 43.7 44.9 42.2 45.2
(0.059) (0.136) (0.100) (0.207) (0.130) (0.218) (0.104) (0.180)

Female 0.312 0.362 0.252 0.267 0.388 0.420 0.328 0.367
(0.003) (0.009) (0.005) (0.012) (0.008) (0.016) (0.006) (0.012)

Married 0.454 0.534 0.417 0.465 0.519 0.548 0.474 0.543
(0.004) (0.010) (0.006) (0.014) (0.008) (0.016) (0.006) (0.013)

Children under 
18

0.542 0.540 0.529 0.487 0.549 0.561 0.539 0.546
(0.004) (0.010) (0.006) (0.014) (0.008) (0.016) (0.006) (0.013)

Primary educ. 0.102 0.051 0.125 0.078 0.084 0.048 0.092 0.046
(0.002) (0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.005) (0.006) (0.004) (0.005)

Secondary 
educ.

0.539 0.432 0.685 0.729 0.433 0.353 0.447 0.396
(0.004) (0.009) (0.005) (0.012) (0.008) (0.015) (0.006) (0.012)

Tertiary educ. 0.348 0.513 0.177 0.193 0.472 0.596 0.447 0.552
(0.003) (0.009) (0.004) (0.010) (0.008) (0.015) (0.006) (0.013)

No educ. data 0.012 0.005 0.013 0.000 0.011 0.003 0.013 0.006
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.000) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002)

Foreign-born 0.192 0.135 0.150 0.003 0.217 0.173 0.260 0.151
(0.003) (0.007) (0.004) (0.002) (0.007) (0.010) (0.006) (0.009)

# of obs. 19,925 4942 7963 1498 3691 1853 6301 1591

Note: Means of variables, standard deviations in parentheses. Statistics refer to 2021 and are based on register data. See Table A.1 for definitions of rural and non-rural 
municipality groups.

Table A.3 
Descriptive statistics: survey sample and respondents

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Sample Respondents Rural stayer: 
Sample

Rural stayer: 
Respondents

Rural in-mover: 
Sample

Rural in-mover: 
Respondents

Non-rural: 
Sample

Non-rural: 
Respondents

Agriculture, forestry and 
fisheries

0.109 0.080 0.170 0.218 0.096 0.101 0.047 0.051
(0.002) (0.005) (0.004) (0.011) (0.005) (0.009) (0.003) (0.006)

Manufacturing and extraction, 
energy and environment

0.057 0.047 0.071 0.070 0.056 0.052 0.040 0.042
(0.002) (0.004) (0.003) (0.007) (0.004) (0.007) (0.002) (0.005)

Construction 0.189 0.127 0.253 0.217 0.135 0.106 0.153 0.115
(0.003) (0.006) (0.005) (0.011) (0.006) (0.011) (0.005) (0.008)

Retail 0.116 0.096 0.125 0.126 0.110 0.090 0.111 0.092
(0.002) (0.006) (0.004) (0.009) (0.005) (0.008) (0.004) (0.007)

Transport 0.036 0.031 0.043 0.045 0.020 0.021 0.042 0.031
(0.001) (0.003) (0.002) (0.006) (0.002) (0.005) (0.003) (0.004)

Hotels and restaurants 0.046 0.023 0.042 0.016 0.070 0.039 0.038 0.021
(0.001) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002) (0.004)

Information and 
communication

0.057 0.105 0.022 0.023 0.060 0.074 0.096 0.126
(0.002) (0.006) (0.002) (0.004) (0.004) (0.009) (0.004) (0.008)

Financial activities, business 
services

0.201 0.296 0.130 0.157 0.237 0.294 0.262 0.321
(0.003) (0.009) (0.004) (0.010) (0.007) (0.015) (0.006) (0.012)

Personal and cultural services 0.138 0.130 0.117 0.101 0.147 0.127 0.152 0.136
(0.002) (0.006) (0.004) (0.008) (0.006) (0.010) (0.005) (0.009)

Other 0.050 0.066 0.027 0.029 0.070 0.096 0.058 0.067
(0.002) (0.005) (0.002) (0.004) (0.004) (0.010) (0.003) (0.006)

# of obs. 19,899 4935 7957 1497 3685 1850 6291 1588

Note: Means of variables, standard deviations in parentheses. Statistics refer to 2021 and are based on register data. See Table A.1 for definitions of rural and non-rural 
municipality groups.
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Table A.4 
Ordered probit regressions, marginal effects with respect to rural in-mover

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Access to financial 
capital

Laws and 
regulations

Taxes and employer 
regulations

Energy costs Fuel costs Competition from municipal 
operations

4 − 0.0129** 
(0.0058)

− 0.0169** 
(0.0080)

− 0.0245* 
(0.0136)

− 0.0518*** 
(0.0120)

− 0.0457*** 
(0.0136)

− 0.0126*** 
(0.0043)

3 − 0.0170** 
(0.0076)

− 0.0155** 
(0.0074)

− 0.0062* 
(0.0035)

− 0.0174*** 
(0.0041)

− 0.0058*** 
(0.0018)

− 0.0135*** 
(0.0045)

2 − 0.0078** 
(0.0035)

0.0033** 
(0.0017)

0.0123* 
(0.0069)

0.0114*** 
(0.0028)

0.0147*** 
(0.0044)

− 0.0285*** 
(0.0094)

1 0.0378** 
(0.0168)

0.0292** 
(0.0138)

0.0184* 
(0.0102)

0.0578*** 
(0.0134)

0.0368*** 
(0.0110)

0.0545*** 
(0.0179)

# of obs. 3124 3127 3125 3124 3130 3127
Mean of dep. 

variable
1.910 2.192 2.649 2.388 2.668 1.464

Pseudo-R2 0.0315 0.0442 0.0175 0.0617 0.0935 0.0293

Note: The sample consists of business owners in rural municipalities. The dependent variable is the probability of responses “Very important” = 4, “Fairly important” =
3, “Somewhat important” = 2 and “Not all important” = 1. The regressions include the same independent variables as in Table 5, but only the coefficients for Rural in- 
mover are shown. Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Table A.5 
Ordered probit regressions, marginal effects with respect to rural in-mover

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Mobile and broadband 
communications

Communications via road, 
rail, and air

Municipal services and responses 
when dealing with business issues

Bank office Police Public employment 
service

4 − 0.0064 (0.0188) 0.0210*** (0.0061) − 0.0138*** (0.0052) − 0.0129** 
(0.0063)

− 0.0152*** 
(0.0054)

− 0.0062** 
(0.0029)

3 − 0.0038 (0.0046) 0.0228*** (0.0066) − 0.0153*** (0.0057) − 0.0124** 
(0.0060)

− 0.0156*** 
(0.0054)

− 0.0069** 
(0.0032)

2 − 0.0053 (0.0064) 0.0212*** (0.0061) − 0.0204*** (0.0076) − 0.0128** 
(0.0062)

− 0.0212*** 
(0.0074)

− 0.0214** 
(0.0097)

1 0.0155 (0.0188) − 0.0648*** (0.0185) 0.0495*** (0.0185) 0.0379** 
(0.0185)

0.0520*** 
(0.0180)

0.0345** (0.0157)

# of obs. 3129 3129 3125 3130 3130 3124
Mean of dep. 

variable
1.682 1.724 1.624 1.694 1.593 1.268

Pseudo-R2 0.0059 0.0109 0.0207 0.0164 0.0346 0.0358

Note: The sample consists of business owners in rural municipalities. The dependent variable is the probability of responses “Very important” = 4, “Fairly important” =
3, “Somewhat important” = 2 and “Not all important” = 1. The regressions include the same independent variables as in Table 6, but only the coefficients for Rural in- 
mover are shown. Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Table A.6 
Regressions including indicator for having employees

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Access to financial 
capital

Laws and 
regulations

Taxes and employer 
regulations

Energy costs Fuel costs Competition from municipal 
operations

Rural in-mover 0.0155 − 0.0029 − 0.0579** − 0.0701*** − 0.0390* − 0.0282*
(0.0208) (0.0228) (0.0245) (0.0234) (0.0226) (0.0147)

Have employees 0.0383* 0.0654*** 0.0197 0.0427* 0.0076 0.0186
(0.0224) (0.0245) (0.0264) (0.0251) (0.0243) (0.0158)

Have employees × Rural in- 
mover

− 0.0252 0.0186 0.0970*** 0.0168 − 0.0158 0.0272
(0.0309) (0.0337) (0.0363) (0.0346) (0.0335) (0.0218)

# of obs. 3095 3098 3096 3095 3101 3098
Mean of dep. variable 0.2310 0.3425 0.5565 0.4375 0.5572 0.0981
Adj. R2 0.0361 0.0899 0.0389 0.1230 0.1801 0.0385

Note: The sample consists of business owners in rural municipalities. The regressions include the same dependent and independent variables as in Table 5 (not shown). 
Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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Table A.7 
Regressions including indicator for having employees

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Mobile and broadband 
communications

Communications via road, 
rail, and air

Municipal services and responses 
when dealing with business issues

Bank 
office

Police Public employment 
service

Rural in-mover − 0.0032 0.0655*** − 0.0050 − 0.0357* − 0.0289* − 0.0010
(0.0191) (0.0194) (0.0178) (0.0192) (0.0175) (0.0110)

Have employees − 0.0174 0.0232 0.0384** 0.0022 0.0118 0.0108
(0.0205) (0.0209) (0.0191) (0.0206) (0.0188) (0.0118)

Have employees ×
Rural in-mover

0.0210 − 0.0065 0.0027 0.0050 0.0042 0.0122
(0.0283) (0.0288) (0.0263) (0.0284) (0.0259) (0.0163)

# of obs. 3100 3101 3097 3101 3101 3095
Mean of dep. variable 0.1755 0.1867 0.1482 0.1796 0.1454 0.0517
Adj. R2 0.0044 0.0148 0.0131 0.0139 0.0278 0.0248

Note: The sample consists of business owners in rural municipalities. The regressions include the same dependent and independent variables as in Table 6 (not shown). 
Standard errors in parentheses. p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Data availability

This paper uses data from a custom-designed survey linked to 
confidential data from Swedish administrative registers. The survey was 
created specifically for this research project and is not publicly avail
able. It is accessed exclusively by the researchers involved in this project 
through Statistics Sweden. The administrative data can be obtained by 
submitting a request to Statistics Sweden (see https://www.scb. 
se/en/services/guidance-for-researchers-and-universities/). All data 
processing is conducted on secure servers at Statistics Sweden via 
remote terminal access. The authors are available to assist.
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