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Abstract
Regional business development is driven by family firms, which are generally deeply 
embedded in their region, particularly in rural areas. This study explores how fam-
ily entrepreneurs’ embeddedness drives an entrepreneurial ecosystem as a regional 
context for innovation. For this purpose, the study brings together entrepreneurship 
research on embeddedness and on ecosystems, and develops the entrepreneurial eco-
system embeddedness framework to better understand the connection of entrepre-
neurs to their local environment along three dimensions. Analyzing qualitative inter-
views from the hospitality context with a pattern matching approach, we highlight 
the role of family entrepreneurs’ (1) horizontal embeddedness in the economic and 
socio-political environment, their (2) vertical embeddedness in industry regimes, 
in particular the family, and their (3) spatial embeddedness in the region for value 
creation. Thereby we contribute to a differentiated understanding of how embed-
dedness as a social fabric relates to entrepreneurial ecosystems. The propositions of 
this study recommend raising awareness for managing entrepreneurs’ embeddedness 
along these three dimensions since unilateral engagement and a lack of coordinated 
embeddedness can restrict value creation.
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1 Introduction

Entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) research has gained attention in the past years. 
This perspective complements entrepreneurship research by offering a systemic 
lens to “incorporate cultural, economic, social, and political considerations in an 
evolutionary view of how entities interact in society” (Ratten 2020, p. 1). EEs 
are defined as “a set of interdependent actors and factors coordinated in such a 
way that they enable productive entrepreneurship in a particular territory” (Stam 
and Spigel 2017, p. 407). EE research aims to better understand entrepreneur-
ship within this spatial, temporal and social setting (Alvedalen and Boschma 
2017; Brown and Mason 2017). Empirical scholarly work showed that EEs can 
substantially stimulate various aspects of a start-up process such as opportunity 
recognition and assessment, business planning and financing of the new venture 
(Audretsch et al. 2019; Nicotra et al. 2018). EEs are seen as a primary reason for 
the regional agglomeration of start-up firms in entrepreneurial hubs around the 
world (e.g., Berlin, Tehran, San Francisco, Malmö etc.). EEs have become popu-
lar also among practitioners and policymakers on the regional level because they 
elevate the relevance of a like-minded and supportive local environment for both 
outstanding entrepreneurship and regional development (Prencipe et  al. 2020). 
While early research (Feld 2012; Isenberg 2010) was inspired by high-tech and 
start-up ecosystems in the United States and Israel, more recently scholars also 
considered regional EEs to explain entrepreneurial success in other contexts and 
regions (Cohen 2006; de Villiers Scheepers et al. 2018; Eichelberger et al. 2020). 
Previous EE research focused on the structural aspects of EE and the existence of 
certain actors (i.e., universities, venture capital firms, etc.) as well as the govern-
ance that facilitates the orchestration of EEs (Cunningham et  al. 2019; Lingens 
et al. 2020). However, entrepreneurship in EE is about opportunity recognition by 
individuals to generate value (Cohen 2006; Stam and van de Ven 2019) and thus, 
ecosystems are first and foremost “complex social constructs” (Neumeyer et  al. 
2019, p.462) of interacting and independent entrepreneurs who are involved in 
mutual relationships and are in constant exchange with their environment (Stam 
2015). Therefore, understanding EEs depends on acknowledging their context 
factors such as the nature of interactions among the key actors (Brown and Mason 
2017; Lingens et al. 2020).

Linking the myriad of entrepreneurship, family firm and embeddedness literature 
on the individual level in a coherent framework is still in an infant stage. However, 
its relevance is underlined by entrepreneurship studies that emphasize the spatial 
context, community dynamics (Roundy 2019) and embeddedness for family firms 
(Baù et al. 2019; Kallmuenzer and Peters 2017). Embeddedness refers to the diverse 
relationships within and across industry boundaries that allow entrepreneurs to cre-
ate value (Weiler and Hinz 2019). In this sense, embeddedness represents a vital 
concept to better explain the dynamic nature that shapes entrepreneurial activity 
(Dahl and Sorenson 2012; Jack and Anderson 2002). We believe that embeddedness 
defined as the nature, depth, and extent of an individual’s ties into the environment 
(Jack and Anderson 2002) serves as a social fabric that contextualizes the dynamic 
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interplay between entrepreneurship, family firm and embeddedness in regional EE 
literature in important ways. Within this social fabric elements of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem such as institutions, knowledge and networks may be interwoven and thus 
connected to enable value creation. Following Thompson et al. (2018) we contribute 
to this important perspective of EE research by investigating the role of embedded-
ness as a social fabric in (1) socio-political and economic environments, (2) family 
regimes and (3) spatial systems.

In particular, we address how embeddedness as a regional context for innovation 
supports or prevents family entrepreneurs from creating and maintaining a produc-
tive EE in rural areas, in which family firms’ ties with the environment have tradi-
tionally been strong. This is particular the case for H&T firms and their often multi-
generational involvement in promoting the region to visitors for income provision 
and thus, we consider prominent peculiarities from these industries such as their 
particularly strong spatial and social embeddedness, which has grown by doing busi-
ness over various generations (Kallmuenzer and Peters 2017). As a result, family 
firms in our study are characterized by their high-involvement and long-term com-
mitment, which aligns with previous studies showing that family firms are a unit of 
analysis that is fundamentally different from non-family firms (Gómez-Mejía et al. 
2007; Le Breton-Miller and Miller 2016). These characteristics, together with often 
perceived responsibility for a region and non-aggressive behavior towards local 
competitors, are commonly associated with social embeddedness of family entrepre-
neurs (Kallmuenzer and Peters 2018).

Studying family firms active in H&T within a regional EE is promising since the 
ecosystem perspective proposes a two-way relationship with entrepreneurship as an 
outcome but also a resource (Bachinger et al. 2020). Family firms have the poten-
tial to exercise “both input and output roles in entrepreneurial ecosystems” as high-
lighted by the Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Research Network (MacKenzie 2016). 
Thus, existing family firms can provide guidance and support to new ventures but 
can also capitalize on the sum of services provided in the ecosystem, e.g., exist-
ence of formal institutions or established demand (Stam 2015). More specifically, 
we assume that the role of family firms in EEs is of particular importance as (1) 
family firms are characterized by intense and often personal relationships with their 
stakeholders (Gamble et al. 2020), (2) considerations about sustainability as well as 
welfare in the society typically play an important role for family businesses (Kallm-
uenzer et al. 2017), and (3) family businesses have unique characteristics regarding 
entrepreneurship as they are usually quite agile but also risk-averse at the same time 
(Duran et  al. 2016). Thus, we pose the question, “how does the family entrepre-
neurs’ individual embeddedness drive the emergence of a regional EE?.” This aims 
to better understand the hidden, interpersonal foundations of EE. This is important 
since understanding patterns of embeddedness of family entrepreneurs in EEs ena-
bles fostering and implementing innovations, which has become highly important 
due to disruptive change and increased competition (Bouncken et al. 2019; Clauss 
et al. 2020).

Empirically, as we want to explore this new yet not established field, our study 
draws on a qualitative research design (Creswell 2009) with semi-structured inter-
views. We rely on a set of 20 hospitality family entrepreneurs, who have been 
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previously shown to be relevant actors for investigating EE (Flores et al. 2017; Kline 
et al. 2014; Pechlaner et al. 2018). Conceptually, we draw on previous embedded-
ness work (Granovetter 1973; Gulati 1998; Uzzi 1997) and integrate embeddedness 
into a three dimensional framework. This helps to better understand the underly-
ing processes of entrepreneurial activity, especially in the context of regional EEs 
(de Villiers Scheepers et al. 2018; Prencipe et al. 2020; Villegas-Mateos 2020). Our 
research contributes to the theoretical foundations of EE research by specifying 
the relational dimensions between the individual level of family entrepreneurs and 
their environment into horizontal, vertical and spatial embeddedness. We illustrate 
the importance of horizontal embeddedness in economic and socio-political envi-
ronments, vertical embeddedness in industry regimes, and spatial embeddedness in 
the ecosystem. While horizontal embeddedness refers to the importance of local ties 
and relationships for entrepreneurial activity, vertical embeddedness explores family 
entrepreneurs’ involvement in the business regime and the family system. Finally, 
spatial embeddedness refers to different degrees of expansion, ranging from local 
networks to global EE, which can benefit firm performance.

2  Theoretical background

Concepts of EE supplement entrepreneurship research by providing a systemic 
framework for established theories (Ferreira et al. 2019). Despite the pending con-
solidation in terms of definitions and frameworks (Kang et al. 2019; Spigel and Har-
rison 2018; Stam 2015), two major research streams can be distinguished in the lit-
erature. The first stream provides an actor-centric view of entrepreneurship (Stam 
2015), which focuses on social systems, configurations, and networks as a focal point 
of entrepreneurship (Theodoraki et al. 2018). Thereby, actor-centric approaches con-
centrate on social interactions and the importance of entrepreneurial agents for value 
creation (Cohen 2006). The second stream emphasizes the importance of processes, 
which need to be aligned to deliver a particular value proposition. This ecosystem 
approach, also called ecosystem-as-structure, “starts with a value proposition and 
seeks to identify the set of actors that need to interact in order for the proposition 
to come about” (Adner 2017, p. 41). Both streams highlight that entrepreneurship 
in ecosystems is dependent and enabled by a set of conditions such as the interde-
pendence of actors and tie configurations, diversity and density as proxies of embed-
dedness (Stangler and Bell-Masterson 2015), which allows entrepreneurial activity 
(Stam 2015). However, the actor-centric approach is particularly suitable to grasp 
the pecularities of the H&T industry in regional EEs since it focuses on “communi-
ties of associated actors defined by their networks and platform affiliations” (Adner 
2017, p. 40), which also aligns with the important role of family firm entrepreneurs 
in H&T (Kallmuenzer et al. 2018).

In the family-driven H&T industry EEs represent a new and yet not established 
research field (Bachinger et al. 2020; Eichelberger et al. 2020; Milwood and Max-
well 2020). As a result adapted approaches of measuring EE outcomes next to 
density, fluidity and connectivity (Stangler and Bell-Masterson 2015) are needed 
to account for regional EEs. This is also supported by H&T scholars stating that 
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“[tourism] destinations [represent] local innovation systems in which public and 
private actors generate a co-evolutionary process of innovation that is dynami-
cally influenced by the spatial dimension” (Trunfio and Campana 2019, p.1). Fur-
thermore, destinations are often discussed as networks of actors: Strobl and Peters 
(2013) discuss the entrepreneurial linkages, others interpreted destinations as entre-
preneurial networks (Boesen et  al. 2017) or systemic leadership networks (Zehrer 
et al. 2014). Since entrepreneurship in hospitality and tourism is particularly focused 
on opportunity-seeking within a defined geographical space (Ateljevic and Doorne 
2000), we use the lens of Stam and Spigel stressing the need for coordination among 
interdependent actors to develop a regional cluster of productive entrepreneurship 
(Stam and Spigel 2017). This also accounts for the particular emphasis of previous 
EE research to understand ecosystems as social constructs (Neumeyer et al. 2019), 
where the spatial factor is a decisive force (Stam 2015; Stam and Spigel 2017). This 
spatial connotation of EE, proposing that wealth and entrepreneurial success are 
fueled by local conditions and resources, distinguishes itself from nongeographi-
cal and conceptually distinct notions of business ecosystems which show a stronger 
focus on global competition and synergies (Hakala et al. 2020). Additionally, EE are 
often orchestrated by leading actors and thus differ from alliances requiring hiera-
chical management especially in times of uncertainty (Lingens et al. 2020).

2.1  Regional entrepreneurial ecosystems

Previous research showed that entrepreneurial activity is strongly influenced by the 
spatial context (Korsgaard et al. 2015). Recent EE research underlined the need for a 
better understanding of how entrepreneurs’ environment affects their entrepreneurial 
activities (Kang et  al. 2019; Stam 2015). Among existing work of EE (for exam-
ples of EE frameworks see Spigel and Harrison 2018 and Stam 2015), the regional 
EE model of de Villiers Scheepers et al. (2018) highlights three subsystems, which 
enable value creation in a regional EE. Table 1 illustrates these three subsystems and 
highlights the responsible actors and necessary support-resources based on the H&T 
industry.

The knowledge exploitation subsystem focuses on entrepreneurs, delivering 
products or services to customers, where they act as central (Stam 2015) but also 
evolving actors (Boesen et  al. 2017; Strobl 2014; Strobl and Kronenberg 2016). 
The knowledge generation subsystem includes support systems such as universi-
ties, training programs (Prencipe et al. 2020) and H&T industry-specific co-creation 
characteristics (Higuchi and Yamanaka 2017; Thees et al. 2020). The socio-political 
subsystem features intermediaries and government bodies, including destination 
management organizations (DMO) and helping to facilitate entrepreneurial activi-
ties (Baggio 2011; Beritelli et al. 2014).

The regional EE can also be related to Stam (2015), differentiating between 
framework (formal institutions, culture, physical infrastructure, and demand) and 
systemic (networks, leadership, finance, talent, knowledge, and support services/
intermediaries) conditions. In this context, Cohen (2006) explored how formal 



20 B. F. Bichler et al.

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
1 

 R
eg

io
na

l E
E 

m
od

el
, a

da
pt

ed
 fr

om
 d

e 
V

ill
ie

rs
 S

ch
ee

pe
rs

 e
t a

l. 
(2

01
8)

Su
bs

ys
te

m
M

ul
ti-

le
ve

l r
ol

e
pl

ay
er

s
Su

pp
or

t-R
es

ou
rc

es
To

ur
is

m
 se

ct
or

-s
pe

ci
fic

s
To

ur
is

m
 se

ct
or

 e
xa

m
pl

es

K
no

w
le

dg
e 

ex
pl

oi
ta

tio
n

En
tre

pr
en

eu
ria

l a
ct

or
s, 

se
ria

l a
nd

 
le

ad
 e

nt
re

pr
en

eu
rs

So
ci

al
 c

ap
ita

l
Fa

m
ily

, l
oc

al
 c

om
pe

tit
or

s, 
D

M
O

St
ro

bl
 a

nd
 K

ro
ne

nb
er

g 
(2

01
6)

C
un

ha
 e

t a
l. 

(2
02

0)
K

no
w

le
dg

e 
ge

ne
ra

tio
n

U
ni

ve
rs

iti
es

, r
es

ea
rc

h 
la

bo
ra

to
rie

s, 
la

rg
e 

fir
m

s’
 R

&
D

, e
du

ca
tio

n 
an

d 
tra

in
in

g 
pr

ov
id

er
s

H
um

an
 c

ap
ita

l, 
K

no
w

le
dg

e 
an

d 
Ta

le
nt

C
o-

cr
ea

tio
n 

an
d 

co
-p

ro
du

ct
io

n
Th

ee
s e

t a
l. 

(2
02

0)
B

oe
s e

t a
l. 

(2
01

6)

So
ci

o-
po

lit
ic

al
 su

bs
ys

te
m

N
at

io
na

l, 
St

at
e 

an
d 

Lo
ca

l G
ov

er
n-

m
en

t—
su

pp
or

tiv
e 

po
lic

ie
s

Ve
nt

ur
e 

ca
pi

ta
lis

ts
, a

ng
el

 in
ve

sto
rs

, 
in

te
rm

ed
ia

rie
s, 

sp
ec

ia
lis

ts
 a

nd
 

in
cu

ba
to

rs

Fi
na

nc
ia

l c
ap

ita
l, 

te
ch

no
lo

gi
ca

l 
ca

pi
ta

l a
nd

 in
fr

as
tru

ct
ur

e
D

M
O

, i
nc

ub
at

or
s, 

re
se

ar
ch

 c
en

te
rs

B
er

ite
lli

 e
t a

l. 
(2

01
4)

M
ilw

oo
d 

an
d 

M
ax

w
el

l (
20

20
)



21

1 3

Regional entrepreneurial ecosystems: how family firm…

and informal networks, physical infrastructure, and culture contribute to innova-
tive entrepreneurial activities within communities. Recently, Prencipe et al. (2020) 
showed that innovative spin-offs from universities are strongly influenced by the 
regional context, which also supports Krueger (2012), who highlights the complex 
dynamics between regional stakeholders. Motoyama et  al. (2014) emphasized the 
generation of regional benefits through local entrepreneurs acting as role models and 
increasing tie-strength in local networks.

Family businesses often represent these local entrepreneurs and are essential for 
regional EE since those family entrepreneurs and their family members develop and 
possess intense social ties, leading to the formation of distinct entrepreneurial net-
works (Kallmuenzer and Peters 2018). This network is strongly influenced by the 
spatial and social context of entrepreneurship and motivates family firms to show 
awareness for social and environmental concerns and long-term orientation (Kall-
muenzer et  al. 2017). These dynamics find explanatory power in concepts such 
as socio-emotional wealth (Berrone et al. 2012), which displays how family firms 
balance between business, socio-environmental and family matters (Berrone et  al. 
2012; Gómez-Mejía et  al. 2007). Following the family firm definition of Astra-
chan and Shanker (2003) and the commonly used requirement that ownership and 
management must be aligned in one or more families (Miller and Le Breton-Miller 
2006), we consider a business a family business when at least two members of a 
family are active. Previous research emphasizes that family firms dedicate to social 
and environmental outcomes and their overall responsibility towards the environ-
ment (Kallmuenzer et al. 2017). In addition, recent work indicated how family firms 
contribute and benefit from regional EE (MacKenzie 2016). Summarizing, the role 
of embeddedness, local networks, family structures and the industry environment 
emerge as essential themes for regional EE.

2.2  The role of embeddedness for entrepreneurial ecosystems

Embeddedness is of particular importance for family entrepreneurs in service-
intensive industries such as the H&T industry (Getz and Carlsen 2005; Kallmuenzer 
and Peters 2018). This industry is characterized by a high dependence and inter-
relationships between service providers who have to exchange services in order to 
deliver the final tourism product (Pikkemaat et al. 2019). The roots of embedded-
ness relate to the work of Granovetter (1973), highlighting the role of embeddedness 
on an organization level. The works of Gulati (1998) on relational and structural 
embeddedness in networks and Uzzi (1997) focusing on the role of arms-length and 
embedded ties, demonstrated that the embeddedness concept helps to study entre-
preneurs as individual entrepreneurial agents, affected by social (Jack and Ander-
son 2002; Uzzi 1997) and spatial dynamics (Baù et al. 2019; Roundy 2019). Gulati 
(1998) refers to relational embeddedness as “direct cohesive ties as a mechanism 
for gaining fine-grained information” and to structural embeddedness as networks 
“beyond the immediate ties of firms and emphasize the informational value of the 
structural position these partners occupy in the network” (Gulati 1998, p. 296). 
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Most recently, Lingens et al. (2020) showed that multilateral structures are benefitial 
for delivering joint value propositions in ecosystems but also pointing to the role 
of uncertainty “limit(ing) the size and the degree of multilaterality of ecosystem 
structure” (Lingens et  al. 2020, p. 46). Combining the embeddedness perspective 
with the EE framework (de Villiers Scheepers et al. 2018; Stam 2015) offers novel 
insights on how entrepreneurs create, manage and sustain the complex social con-
struct known as regional EE (Bachinger et al. 2020; Neumeyer et al. 2019).

Furthermore, also recent conceptual work on embeddedness from evolutionary 
economics provides an interesting perspective by introducing the triple embed-
dedness framework (Geels 2014). This perspective (Fig.  1) helps to understand 
that firms in regional EEs are embedded within different systems and subsystems 
of embeddedness. The understanding of horizontal embeddedness (Hess 2004) 
refers to linkages within the micro-level, including interactions between firms 
within the industry and the socio-political environment such as the local com-
munity and village (Roundy 2019). In contrast, vertical embeddedness refers to 
social structures such as rules and resources (Geels 2014; Hess 2004), which also 
includes relations between firms and industry regimes.

In the H&T context, recent literature indicated the benefits of managing and 
leveraging interdependencies between tourism actors (Milwood and Maxwell 
2020; Strobl and Kronenberg 2016). A plethora of studies assessed the role of 
networks (Baggio and Cooper 2010; Strobl and Peters 2013), clusters and inter-
actions (Hjalager 2010). Recently, Narduzzo and Volo (2018) concluded in the 
innovation context that more research is necessary to explore how interdependent 
relations generate innovation “beyond dyadic interdependence” (p. 737). In this 
context, embeddedness conceptualizes social and economic activities as depend-
ent and argues that integration into local structures matters for entrepreneurs (Baù 
et  al. 2019; Rutten and Boekema 2007). Social embeddedness is an important 

Fig. 1  Triple embeddedness framework by Geels (2014), p. 266
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aspect for cooperation and innovation (Czernek-Marszałek 2020; Jack and Ander-
son 2002) and thus, exploring “linkages between enterprises […] rather than the 
business units themselves” (Strobl and Peters 2013, p.78) is not new to entrepre-
neurship studies in H&T. However, research in the context of family entrepre-
neurs also highlighted several areas of conflict resulting from embeddedness (Li 
et al. 2013). While some conflicts result from external forces such as customers’ 
demand for sustainability and authenticity (Zanon et al. 2019), others are related 
to entrepreneurs’ embeddedness (Dahl and Sorenson 2012).

Previous literature has extensively used the concept of embeddedness to define 
the environment of a firm (Granovetter 1985; Halinen and Törnroos 1998). Anders-
son et al. (2005, p. 523) underlined that the “content of the firm’s individual relation-
ships is one important aspect of embeddedness.” Thereby, embeddedness also relates 
to characteristics such as trust (Steier 2001) and improved customer relationships 
(Zanon et  al. 2019). In this context, previous research highlighted several advan-
tages of strong regional ties, such as it ensures more straightforward and cheaper 
entering into cooperation by securing trust and incorporating social values (Czernek 
2014). Also, Boschma and Martin (2010) highlight the role of social embeddedness, 
resulting from trust through “friendship, kinship and experience through repeated 
interaction” (2010, p. 122). In summary, already Granovetter (1985) implied the bi-
directional relationship between economic outcomes and embeddedness in a social 
context and thereby also indicated that embeddedness helps to reduce transaction 
costs within networks. However, Uzzi (1997) and Czernek (2014) highlighted the 
dark sides of embeddedness such as the necessity to balance between under- and 
overembedded ties, difficulties in gaining access for external entrepreneurs and the 
strong influence of family dysfunctions.

Summarizing these elements for regional EE, family firms in rural regions devel-
oped a unique entrepreneurial culture because of their strong spatial and social 
embeddedness in regional contexts (Dahl and Sorenson 2012; Kallmuenzer and 
Peters 2017; Korsgaard et al. 2015). This especially holds for family firms in H&T, 
where entrepreneurship activities primarily address opportunities in close regional 
proximity (Pikkemaat et al. 2019; Strobl and Peters, 2013). Thus, exploring the role 
of family firms’ embeddedness in regional EE can be expected to enable a better 
understanding of how this embeddedness drives value creation in regional EE.

3  Research design

This paper uses an exploratory case study approach since previous literature high-
lighted the benefits of building on concrete case knowledge when phenomena are 
complex and unexplored (Flyvberg 2011). Qualitative research embeds the subject 
of study within the social context and allows us to understand actors, in our case 
family entrepreneurs in a broader and deeper context (Creswell 2009) while match-
ing emerging observational with existing theoretical patterns (Sinkovics 2018).

To further specify our theoretical perspective on embeddedness in EE we par-
ticularly focus on family businesses because on a regional level in Austria, fam-
ily firms constitute up to 88 percent of all companies, are responsible for almost 
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two-third of employment and generate 57% of sales (WKO 2018). For gathering the 
data, we focused on the entrepreneurial landscape in Serfaus (Tyrol, Austria), which 
is a rural region dominated by family firms and defined by a long-grown history 
in the H&T industry. The reasons for choosing this region are manifold: H&T is a 
vibrant component of the economy and the region accounts for an above average 
share of business start-ups (9.4% in Tyrol, compared to 6.1% in Austria) and pro-
vides 55,000 jobs (Werbung 2018). From 2017 to 2018, the region accounted for 1.2 
million overnight stays and represented a successful example of entrepreneurship in 
a rural setting (Werbung 2018). The strong position of the region as a major player 
for skiing in the winter season and as a family-friendly and adventurous sports desti-
nation in the summer contributes to the strong demand for the region (Serfaus-Fiss-
Ladis 2020). This development was mostly due to substantial international increases 
in tourism demand, which led to the creation of 6,900 beds in various categories 
(Statistics Austria 2020). However, simultaneously, entrepreneurs in H&T fail more 
often (responsible for 24% of insolvencies in the larger metropolitan area) leaving 
behind the largest share of liabilities (10 million out of 47.4 million Euros in 2018) 
(Land Tirol 2020). The bottom line is that the H&T industry is constantly on the 
move, revenues are constantly rising and, contrary to all expectations, it is proving 
to be crisis-resistant, at least in the case study region. Thus, family firms in Serfaus 
show a very entrepreneurial culture in the past years, while most businesses are 
still family-owned and operated. Recently, also a start-up and research center for 
the development of outdoor clothing and textiles (AlpineProof/polychrome-lab) was 
established (Research Center Snow, Ski and Alpine Sports 2018; Serfaus-Fiss-Ladis 
2020). Thus, this region forms an ideal context to investigate entrepreneurship and 
the role of embeddedness for regional EE.

3.1  Sample

We interviewed 20 family entrepreneurs from different generations and across ten 
hospitality businesses in the rural region of Serfaus (Tyrol, Austria). In the semi-
structured interviews, family entrepreneurs were selected based on information ori-
ented selection (Flyvberg 2011) and asked about the history of their business and 
their vision and strategy. Since we were interested in their entrepreneurial percep-
tions, we also asked them about their understanding of entrepreneurship in terms 
of their ecosystem. Lastly, we asked in more detail about the factors and elements, 
which influence their entrepreneurial activity, such as family matters, quality of life 
and financial performance. Table 2 highlights key characteristics of the interview-
ees’ organizations. The recorded interviews lasted for 50 to 70 min each and were 
transcribed and analyzed by using MAXQDA (MAXQDA 2020).

3.2  Data analysis

To analyze the data, we followed the pattern-matching approach aiming to “exter-
nalize implicit mental models and assumptions as much as possible” (p. 468) and 
operationalized it by using template analysis, which follows the pattern-matching 
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logic as specified by Sinkovics (2018, p. 474). Template analysis (King et al. 2019) 
allows for a structure and flexible approach to combine deductive and inductive 
codes to identify overarching themes within the data. We constructed the initial 
template with “entrepreneurship” and “embeddedness” topics as level one deduc-
tive codes, applied it to a set of the interviews and then revised until it “captures as 
full a picture of the analyst’s understanding as possible” (King et al. 2019, p. 219). 
Based on the inductive coding process with a subset of transcripts to complete the 
template, we developed additional level one codes such as “perceptions of growth” 
and refined level two codes such as e.g., “entrepreneurship out of commitment”, 
“the role of strenghtening informal ties” or “family entrepreneurs’ interpretation of 
success”. To link existing theoretical insights on embeddedness with our empirical 
observations, we created a matrix accounting for horizontal, vertical and spatial pat-
terns of embeddedness. This process was supported by the qualitative data analysis 
software “MAXQDA,” which allows managing the codes and further quantitative/
qualitative analysis (MAXQDA 2020). The flexible pattern matching approach also 
promotes the formulation of propositions (see discussion section) to further explore 
phenomena and build theory (Sinkovics 2018, p. 475). The data was coded indepen-
dently by two researchers and discussed in multiple rounds within the research team 
to ensure intra- and intercoder reliability. In summary, the final template featured 
three main categories along horizontal, vertical and spatial patterns: themes discuss-
ing entrepreneurship in the region, the embeddedness of the firm within the region 
and family and finally, codes describing growth patterns and issues of family firms 
(for an example of the coding template see Table 3).

Table 2  Sample overview

No. beds No. employees Generation in 
control

Interviewees IDs

381 190 2nd Interviewee Father & Daughter C1, R1-2
486 130 1st Interviewee Father & Son C2, R1-2
350 100 1st Interviewee Father & Son C3, R1-2
160 40 2nd Interviewee Father & Son C4, R1-2
100 36 1st Interviewee Father & Son C5, R1-2
70 11 2nd Interviewee Mother & Daughter C6, R1-2
45 7 1st Interviewee Mother & Daughter C7, R1-2
28 3 2nd Interviewee Father & Daughter-in-law C8, R1-2
40 1 1st Interviewee Mother & Son C9, R1-2
25 1 1st Interviewee Mother & Daughter C10, R1-2
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4  Results

Previous literature highlighted the distinctive characteristics regional EEs (de Vil-
liers Scheepers et al. 2018; Prencipe et al. 2020). Thus, in our investigations we pri-
marily focus on family entrepreneurs’ perceptions of embeddedness, as we showed 
that there exists a demand for more research on the social factors that shape EEs 
(Brown and Mason 2017). Three themes became evident when analyzing the data 
following the coding template (Table  3). Embeddedness indeed showed to be the 
central theme, but also firm-related themes, such as growth or entrepreneurial activi-
ties were intensely discussed.

4.1  Horizontal dimensions of embeddedness

Family entrepreneurs relate their understanding of entrepreneurship to the local 
circumstances in the case study region. Many of them want to be “creators” or 
“designers” of their local environment. When being asked about their understand-
ing of entrepreneurship and quality of life, an interviewee made a particularly 
detailed description (see Table 3, quote 3).

This statement shows that family entrepreneurs want to have an impact on the 
local community through their entrepreneurial activity. In this context, also the 
potential recognition for achievements by the community was an important topic. 
Overall, family entrepreneurs showed a strong commitment towards continuing busi-
ness operations in the future. For this reason, family entrepreneurs emphasized the 
importance of being embedded within the local community. This was mostly associ-
ated with informal ties to local sport clubs, heritage clubs and aimed to strengthen 
informal ties to other entrepreneurs and intermediaries relevant for business but also 
private life. Thereby, associations performed an important task in developing social 
capital. This became particularly visible in the following statement:

There’s a kind of solidarity in the local associations. For example, there 
are music and farmers’ associations. There is a strong cohesion. It’s also an 
opportunity for networking. C8/R1, 118.

Another interviewee referred to the social capital derived from family entre-
preneurs’ embeddedness in the region. For many entrepreneurs, the region was 
of particular importance and many family entrepreneurs could not imagine doing 
business in another region (see Table 3, quote 11).

Quality of life also links to another controversial topic of entrepreneurship 
in H&T. Due to the high service orientation, the industry is time- and resource-
intensive, leaving little time for non-business-related activities in the high season. 
Thus, creating and maintaining support systems outside of business operations 
emerged as a distinctive feature to ensure a vibrant regional EE.

Honestly, peasant women are important. Through them, people get together 
and through that, I got to know many, many people, also from the larger dis-
trict area. C9/R1, 205.
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While embeddedness within local structures was of high importance for our 
interviewees, we also observed that some family entrepreneurs developed strong 
ties within the broader industry. For example, interviewees highlighted the sup-
port services of various organizations, mentors, and consultants for realizing their 
entrepreneurial activities. One interviewee explained that a critical incident in the 
formation and development of the hotel was to become a member of a business 
cluster focused on wellness (see Table 3, Quote 16).

While networks with entrepreneurs from the same industry were perceived 
important, family entrepreneurs often looked for support from outside of their 
regional EE. Next to legal requirements, interviewees were also dissatisfied about 
their networks and relationships with traditional providers of finances.

Banks used to believe in you and trusted you and said: “Okay, you’ll get the 
money from us.” Today you don’t get anything anymore, and if you don’t 
have many securities, then you don’t get anything. That’s how it is. Back 
in the days, they were much more open and trustworthy, and they almost 
appreciated any business operations. C2/R1, 25.

This also indicates that family entrepreneurs still mostly rely on traditional 
capital sources such as either bank loans or also capital from family counterparts. 
However, interviewees reported that this can also lead to issues when it comes to 
succession and family members withdraw their ownership positions. Many family 
entrepreneurs, despite their strong growth and success in recent years, reported 
feeling to struggle from a financial perspective.

Another issue that emerged in the interviews was employee attraction and 
retention, which was perceived as an ongoing and restricting issue for entrepre-
neurial activity, since local communities are becoming less willing to work on 
H&T and the supply of skilled external labor is limited. Nevertheless, many inter-
viewees reported having long term employees, which are well integrated within 
the organization and also the family structure. As a result, strong bonds between 
family members and long-term employees have developed (see Table  3, quote 
14).

Interviewees also emphasized to benefit from the knowledge that they have 
acquired and accumulated over the time of their operations. In this context, it became 
apparent that family entrepreneurs have become highly skilled when it comes to 
handle customers’ preferences. Only one interviewee criticized the authenticity of 
services, while most owner-managers emphasized the need to “listen to customers” 
and some perceived their role to “charm the snake”. An interviewee explained:

The entrepreneur always has to ear the guest, right? You also have to develop a 
certain feeling for it, right? And you have to listen to that. C2/R1, 51.

This idea of feeling and sensing the host–guest relationship is developed from 
childhood on and is based on continuous involvement in business activities. Thus, 
these early childhood experiences shape many successors mindsets and later also 
skillsets. For example, many successors are used to time constraints because of busi-
ness obligations and spending a lot of time in the business. However, this also has 
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several consequences for the involved families, which we are going to explore in the 
following part.

4.2  Vertical dimensions of embeddedness

Since topics related to family involvement emerged as an essential in the literature 
review, we also explored this aspect in greater detail. Our interviewees emphasized 
that family involvement is an important aspect that influences their business deci-
sions. Usually, family entrepreneurs highlighted that decisions are coordinated with 
family members, most of the time with spouses and also children if old enough. This 
became visible in the following quote:

If it is a family business, it is vital that decisions are always made by the fam-
ily. You don’t decide on your own. We always tell our children that they don’t 
have to do it [getting involved in the business] because of us, their parents. C6/
R1.

However, interviewees also mentioned that the high degree of family involvement 
in the organization is also leading to tensions. Many interviewees mentioned issues 
to separate private life from business life and referred to a lack of time for fam-
ily and friends, resulting from demanding business obligations and working hours 
(see Table 3, quote 7). This also confirms the importance that family entrepreneurs 
assign to strengthening informal ties. Not surprisingly, many interviewees reported 
that entrepreneurship in H&T requires high levels of commitment on a personal 
level in order to sustain the business. Not surprisingly, family entrepreneurs were 
concerned of “keeping the family together” (see Table 3, quote 17). However, we 
observed that young entrepreneurs often showed a distinct entrepreneurial culture 
compared to previous generations. Their understanding of entrepreneurship was less 
traditional compared to the founding generation whose intention was to grow despite 
all difficulties and the feeling to “fight against windmills” (see Table 3, quote 22). 
Frequently, young entrepreneurs perceived growth as “nothing to desire.” Instead 
of growth, they emphasized the importance of managing innovation in times of 
increased demand for service and quality. Many of these young entrepreneurs por-
trayed a managerial leadership style with less aggressive behaviour towards compe-
titiors. In this context, interviewees were aware that their business environment is 
constantly changing, and thus, emphasizing the need for innovations. Most innova-
tions that were reported in the interviews referred to new product or service devel-
opments or process innovation instead of business model innovations (see Table 3, 
quote 21).

This also underlines the fact that family entrepreneurs were mostly thinking of 
incremental innovations rather than changing their existing business models. Never-
theless, the family image was perceived as an important aspect, helping to commu-
nicate the importance of helping each other internally but also to communicate this 
to customers (see Table 3, quote 19).
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4.3  Spatial dimensions of embeddedness

Since our interviewees were all located within the same ecosystem, which is com-
munity-oriented, our interviewees stated that cooperation with other entrepreneurs is 
an essential feature and strength, helping them to deliver their products and services. 
Cooperations include, for example, meetings and discussions but also relate to more 
tangible partnerships. One interviewee made a particularly interesting description of 
such a partnership (see Table 3, quote 10).

In the interviews, an important theme was that business partners are located 
within the ecosystem. This is not surprising, since we already indicated that 
family entrepreneurs prefer to develop strong ties with their environment (see 
Table 3, quotes 11). In addition, our interviewees emphasized the importance of 
formal and informal relationships to connect with other entrepreneurs outside 
of local networks. For this reason, interviewees reported to use different mecha-
nisms such as memberships is business associations but also informal networks 
to exchange knowledge about business operations. While earlier generations are 
stronger rooted in more structured and local forms of meetings, young entrepre-
neurs also use more direct means of communication (see Table 3, quote 8).

Additionally, young entrepreneurs are trying to diversify the spatial range of 
their network. While the comment above referred to colleagues and friends “dis-
tributed throughout Austria,” other entrepreneurs have started to extend their 
business operations beyond the borders of the regional RE.

We still have our third house, which is the Grand Hotel. We are not only 
present in one place, but in other places as well. To be able to stand on a 
second leg and make a difference there. C2/R1, 13.

Besides, some interviewees also thought of working together to improve the 
visibility and attractivity of employment in the hospitality industry across the 
borders of the region (see Table 3, quote 15). Another topic that emerged on a 
larger spatial scale was that the political arena, in charge of regulations and laws 
is currently not perceived supportive. Due to the many requirements of legal 
nature, many family entrepreneurs were concerned that this hampers future devel-
opment by restricting, e.g., access to finances (see Table 3, quote 26).

Lastly, most interviewees reported that they do not support further expansion 
of bed capacity since they are concerned about enough demand from the global 
ecosystem (see Table 3, quote 20). However, to diversify their business models, 
none of the interviewees reported engaging in activities that are not related to the 
core of their industry.
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5  Discussion

The regional EE perspective offers a novel approach to explore the role of family 
entrepreneurs in contributing to sustainable development through value creation 
in regional EE (Filser et al. 2019). In this context, many studies discussed factors 
and conditions enabling entrepreneurial activity (Stam 2015). Isenberg (2010) high-
lighted the role of technology, money, talent, a critical mass of ventures, and a cul-
ture that encourages collaborative innovation and tolerates failure for EEs. However, 
our results portray a very distinct entrepreneurial culture, which is characterized by 
less aggressive growth and innovation. The findings underline managed growth and 
lifestyle patterns, which are driven by family dynamics and family entrepreneurs’ 
social ties in the hospitality and tourism context (Neumeyer et al. 2019). Thus, the 
findings support that regional EE as communities of interrelated actors show dis-
tinctive dynamics and peculiarities than more global and high growth ecosystems. 
Thus, extending existing measures to the scope of regional EE seems important (cf. 
Liguori et  al. 2019). Mapping existing knowledge against our empirical findings 
(Sinkovics 2018), results in the following proposition:

Proposition 1 Regional EEs require spatially based and family-centered entrepre-
neurship measures to capture the context of entrepreneurial vibrancy.

We focused on a regional EE that has a long-standing tradition as hub for 
H&T activities, showing high network density and connectivity. Specifically, we 
focused on the previously often overlooked but critical social context of entrepre-
neurship in a regional EEs (Brown and Mason 2017; Neumeyer et al. 2019). Since 
the individual level of entrepreneurs is perceived as key for knowledge exploita-
tion and entrepreneurial activity (Table 1) in regional EEs (de Villiers Scheepers 
et al. 2018; Stam 2015), we explored the role of embeddedness as a spatial and 
social factor for entrepreneurial activity. Stam (2015) showed that entrepreneurial 
activity not only depends on the presence of framework conditions such as suf-
ficient demand but also on systemic conditions such as networks and examples of 
successful entrepreneurship. Our findings underline that successful entrepreneur-
ship in regional EEs goes beyond the presence of these elements by highlight-
ing the value of interpersonal foundations for bridging ecosystem elements. Thus, 
considering family entrepreneurs’ embeddedness and enriching it with findings 
on the logic of family businesses (Kallmuenzer et al. 2017), can be a central ele-
ment for understanding regional EEs with many family firms. Therefore, our sec-
ond proposition is:

Proposition 2 Unravelling the important role of family entrepreneurs’ embedded-
ness is paramount to understand how it regulates the design of regional EE.

The early work on embeddedness (Granovetter 1985; Gulati 1998; Uzzi 1997) 
and evolutionary economics (Geels 2014) allowed us to distill the key features 
of embeddedness, which affect family entrepreneurship in regional EEs (Stam 
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2015). Our findings confirm that embeddedness is central for entrepreneurial 
activity (Czernek 2014; Dahl and Sorenson 2012; Korsgaard et  al. 2015) and 
thereby we strengthen its position as a social context factor for regional EEs 
(Brown and Mason 2017; de Villiers Scheepers et al. 2018). Based on our con-
ceptual considerations and the empirical results, we attempt to summarize results 
in the three-dimensional Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Embeddedness (EEE) 
Framework (Fig. 2).

Horizontal embeddedness (Fig. 2, pattern 1) refers to the importance that fam-
ily entrepreneurs assigned to local and regional ties for entrepreneurial activity. 
These findings support previous scholars (Czernek 2014; Jack and Anderson 
2002), showing the importance of social embeddedness for cooperation and firm 
performance. In general, high levels of social capital are perceived as beneficial 
for entrepreneurs since it allows exploiting the knowledge accumulated in these 
relationships (Weiler and Hinz 2019). However, the observed relationships are 
of highly informal nature, characterized by many strong ties (Granovetter 1973). 
This leads to a situation where in contrast to Korsgaard et  al. (2015), family 
entrepreneurs look for external sources of knowledge (e.g., consultants, cluster) 
instead of “exhaust(ing) the localized resource base before seeking out non-local 
resources” (Korsgaard et al. 2015, p. 574). This also links to the concept of rela-
tional embeddedness, showing that strongly tied actors “tend to emulate each 

Fig. 2  EEE (Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Embeddedness) Framework
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other’s behavior” (Gulati 1998, p. 296), which can lead to decision-making con-
straints (Li et al. 2013).

Another way of describing this local network is by using the allegory of “you 
just know each other,” which characterizes the high degree of proximity and 
informal relationships that family entrepreneurs have developed in this region. 
There is little evidence that family entrepreneurs are professionally engaging in 
networking activities but instead use a laissez-faire approach to manage their 
networks. This leads to a situation where family entrepreneurs are meeting on a 
regular basis for informal activities but the missing network orchestration limits 
its potential benefits for improving entrepreneurial activity or collaborative inno-
vation. We have focused on factors within the sphere of influence of family entre-
preneurs, but it has been shown that exogenous uncertainty can also play a major 
role for network constellations in ecosystems (Lingens et  al. 2020). Incubators 
offer a solution to reduce uncertainty and improve orchestration. Although Isen-
berg (2010) doubted the effectiveness of incubators for venture creation, we sup-
port their importance, e.g. managed by a DMO, in the case of a regional EE for 
improving orchestration and dealing with strong embeddedness and exogenous 
uncertainty. This also aligns with van Rijnsoever (2020) calling for incubators to 
guide the process between “meeting” and “mating” in networks.

The lack of collaborative innovation also leads to a situation where family entre-
preneurs become stuck (Ward 1997) and focus on incremental innovations such as 
service and product improvements (e.g., improvements in wellness areas or new 
recreational facilities) (Pikkemaat et al. 2019). Some family entrepreneurs achieve 
innovations by involving external actors, but the majority of firms become “exploit-
ers” or “rigid firms,” which deny every form of development (Clauss et al. 2020). 
This also links to previous EE literature highlighting that mature regions with high 
levels of embeddedness may suffer from potential “lock-in” effects (Boschma and 
Martin 2010). At first sight, this seems to only emerge from family entrepreneurs’ 
engagement in H&T, but the interviews showed that this also results from family 
entrepreneurs’ immobility. We also found that young entrepreneurs have different 
mobility and leadership characteristics compared to the founding generation and 
offer new career opportunities for non-family managers (Stam 2013) and themselves 
by improving wellbeing through a more managerial leadership style. In terms of 
embeddedness, regional EE benefit as breaking up too much vertical embeddedness 
leads to new opportunities for innovation and venture creation. However, in con-
trast to the initial idea of Isenberg (2010), there is still little toleration for failure 
and change within the region despite young entrepreneurs’ strive for change. On this 
argument, we formulate the following proposition:

Proposition 3 Regional EE are more likely to suffer from high degrees of centralized 
embeddedness which can hinder aggregate value creation.

We also indicated the importance of vertical embeddedness (Fig.  2, pattern 2) 
and three mechanisms could be distinguished: Vertical embeddedness includes fam-
ily entrepreneurs’ perceptions of entrepreneurship, which are more about managing 
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existing structures (Neumeyer et  al. 2019) and less about innovative high-growth 
oriented entrepreneurs in the Schumpeterian tradition (Schumpeter 1934). Never-
theless, due to the long-term engagement, family entrepreneurs have accumulated 
enough knowledge to excel in operational excellence and customer intimacy by 
developing a strong service culture (Scott et al. 2017). However, this also requires a 
high degree of family involvement in business operations, putting pressure on owner 
families and leading to intensive working hours. Thereby, family entrepreneurs need 
to balance between business and family-related objectives (Berrone et  al. 2012; 
Gómez-Mejía et al. 2007). This is also supported by our findings on vertical embed-
dedness, where entrepreneurs are simultaneously concerned about the degree of 
family involvement but unable to sustain operations without the support of the fam-
ily. In line with previous literature, we observed conflicts emerging from increas-
ing international competition and limited innovation behavior, limited availability of 
capital and willingness to invest, insecurities about succession and related inflexibil-
ity and resistance to change (Ward 1997). The fourth proposition is:

Proposition 4 Supporting regional EE development requires strategies to unbundle 
and better manage the link between work, leisure and family.

Family entrepreneurs noted the importance of intensifying their knowledge 
exchange with other regions and extending their business operations to other areas. 
Therefore, the EEE framework also includes a spatial dimension (Fig.  2, pattern 
3), which fits well with previous literature, highlighting that EE can develop vari-
ous spatial dimensions, ranging from local to global (Stam 2015). In this context, 
the most local levels were understood as spatial agglomerations at the village and 
industry level (Roundy 2019), which culminated into cluster approaches (Scott et al. 
2019) and later regional innovation systems (Asheim et  al. 2011; Hjalager 2010). 
Nevertheless, understanding regions as territories of successful entrepreneurship 
(Stam 2015) implies several benefits, such as putting agency of individual entrepre-
neurs to the core (Brown and Mason 2017). First, this underlines the fact that spatial 
embeddedness as a factor of entrepreneurship should not be viewed in isolation from 
the broader social context of, e.g., horizontal and vertical embeddedness. Second, 
spatial embeddedness also frames an answer to low levels of innovations in family 
firms by highlighting the need to pay special attention to their relationships to uni-
versities and specialized schools (Miller and Acs 2017). Besides, spatial embedded-
ness highlights the potential of accessing new ideas and knowledge pools by enter-
ing global ecosystems, which help to translate core competencies such as customer 
intimacy and operational excellence to other business areas such as the provision of, 
e.g., coworking spaces or workplaces for home office. Our final proposition is:

Proposition 5 Extending the spatial reach of family entrepreneurs supports the 
vibrancy of regional EE by accessing new sources for knowledge and securing 
synergies.
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In summary, regional EE in H&T are strongly place-based but require stronger 
links to other industries to overcome issues of embryonic ecosystems, which are 
known to “have cohesive internal interactions and are quite self-contained but 
lack a depth of connections and diversity of entrepreneurial actors” (Brown and 
Mason 2017, p.24).

6  Conclusion

This paper explored how family entrepreneurs’ embeddedness as a social fabric 
drives regional EE development. Identifying patterns of embeddedness through 
a qualitative approach helped us show how family entrepreneurs’ embedded-
ness drives regional EE development. Based on the findings, we derived the EEE 
framework (Fig. 2), which matches existing knowledge on horizontal and vertical 
embeddedness and extends it with a novel spatial perspective. The EEE frame-
work highlights the role of (1) family entrepreneurs’ horizontal embeddedness in 
the economic and socio-political environment, their (2) vertical embeddedness in 
industry regimes, in particular the family, and their 3) spatial embeddedness in 
the region for value creation.

We add to EE literature by highlighting the need to better manage embeddedness 
on a three-dimensional level across the ecosystem. We showed that strong ties in 
the business context (e.g., partnerships with local entrepreneurs who are active in 
the same industry) can limit innovations and therefore entrepreneurial vibrancy. A 
more fruitful approach is engaging in mediated activities such as startup hubs, accel-
erator programs or mediated incubators (van Rijnsoever 2020) to foster innovations 
(Feld 2012). Our discussion also addressed the role of family dynamics, which are 
driven by socio-emotional wealth considerations for vertical embeddedness. Thus, 
family entrepreneurs should reconsider the degree of involvement of family mem-
bers (e.g., executive and non-executive) in business operations since we showed that 
family entrepreneurs need to balance between business and family-related outcomes. 
Lastly, the EEE framework requires family entrepreneurs to manage their spatial 
embeddedness on the continuum from local to global EE. This includes but is not 
limited to establishing ties within the inner-industry, with the broader industry but 
also across industries. Managing spatial embeddedness helps family entrepreneurs 
to exploit and generate knowledge, ultimately leading to innovation.

The contribution of this paper is threefold. First, we responded to previous calls 
to broaden the academic research horizon beyond established entrepreneurship theo-
ries (Ferreira et al. 2019). Thus, we supplement the existing literature on local and 
regional EE (Cao and Shi 2020) by highlighting the role of embeddedness to better 
understand the social factors that shape entrepreneurial activity (Brown and Mason 
2017). Second, we locate the embeddedness perspective (Geels 2014; Granovetter 
1985) within the EE approach (de Villiers Scheepers et al. 2018; Stam 2015). This 
also offers new insights into factors that influence family entrepreneurs’ activities 
and shows that vibrant EE not only exist on a global level but also on a more regional 
level with the requirement to manage embeddedness to sustain a vibrant ecosystem. 
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Third, we add to existing family firm literature by highlighting the specific value of 
regional EE research in contrast to previous notions of clusters or regional innova-
tion systems in tourism (Hjalager 2010) and beyond (Asheim et al. 2011; Rondé and 
Hussler 2005; Stam 2013).

This study also shows several managerial implications. Since the findings 
highlighted the strong local and regional roots of the interviewees, it will be of 
particular importance for them to expand their networks and seek strategic part-
nerships with external actors (Strobl and Kronenberg 2016), who can deliver 
new knowledge, e.g., in the field of technology (Beliaeva et al. 2020; Eller et al. 
2020). Among other actors, this study also examined the role of employees for 
entrepreneurial activity; entrepreneurs should also consider the aspirations of 
entrepreneurial employees (Stam 2013) since this can also improve performance 
(Hellmann 2007). In most businesses, family owners however show a strong ten-
dency to favor family members in the management of the organization (Barnett 
and Kellermanns 2006). Lastly, in several occasions high levels of embedded-
ness can result in adverse effects for future entrepreneurial activity. Kellermanns 
et  al. (2012) already highlighted the dark sides of socio-emotional wealth and 
our results additionally encourage that too strong embeddedness decreases per-
formance (Kallmuenzer et al. 2018). Embeddedness helps to gather regional com-
petitive advantages to increase market barriers for new market entrants through 
innovation; this holds especially for family-firm dominated regions (Block and 
Spiegel 2013). However, regional innovation systems need both internal and 
external stimuli to further foster innovations. Therefore, regions need to care-
fully examine their options to link their system to global players and ecosystems 
(see Fig. 2) in the sense of acting as an open regional innovation system (Belussi 
et al. 2010). Also, Li et al. (2013) showed that strong relational ties could result 
in decision-making constraints since these ties also oblige entrepreneurs to other 
stakeholders.

Future research needs to discuss the local–global continuum of EE and pose 
the question of whether and how these EE systems share elements such as formal 
institutions, culture, finances, or talent (Stam 2015). Additionally, future research 
is necessary to uncover the embeddedness-performance relationship and provide 
robust and feasible indicators for regional EE (see proposition 1). Furthermore, 
industry characteristics and exogenous uncertainty arising from demand shocks 
or crises may strongly influence the outcomes of such a study (Lingens et  al. 
2020). Thus, a life cycle perspective regarding the composition of embeddedness 
and regional EE should be considered for future research.

As common, this paper also shows several limitations. First, ecosystems are 
constantly changing and previous research often focused on entities with success-
ful examples of entrepreneurship (Spigel and Harrison 2018), neglecting non-
entrepreneurial businesses and those that went out of business over time. Second, 
a qualitative research design cannot confirm causal relationships (Flyvberg 2011), 
but rather targets to provide a thick description of a phenomenon and develop the-
ory, such as the EEE framework. In detail, we can only propose but do not know 
whether embeddedness represents a sufficient or necessary condition for the for-
mation of EE (Stam 2015). Lastly, we only interviewed entrepreneurs from the 
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hospitality industry and did not focus on other entrepreneurs within the region. 
Therefore, it would be interesting to trace the potential effects of knowledge spill-
over from the investigated industry to other sectors.
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