
Chapter 2

A New Form of Small Industrial Business

in Rural Area: To Exceeding the Local Roots?

Marie Raveyre

Abstract What is the future for industrial companies in rural areas? In order to

contribute to the thinking on this subject we decided to focus attention on rural SMI

in good health in order to identify some potential avenues for business development

opportunities in such areas. Two kinds of recommendation are usually advanced to

support industrialisation in a rural setting: recourse to exogenous factors; and

promoting the value of endogenous factors, providing the incentive to set up local

production systems. Our observations of SMI in a non peri-urban rural setting

outline a new way forward. The SMI studied rely on local factors, but are not

limited by them – it is the linkage of the local and global scales that gives them their

strength. They define the contours of a distinctive type of SMI, characterised by:

an entrepreneur profile specific to urban executives; operating centred on speciali-

sation; flexible working and membership of networks both local and national/

international.

2.1 Introduction

With the economics globalization and the international opening of markets, we

notice that the nature of the development dynamics assert itself as more and more

transnational, and they tend to be directly in line with a worldwide space, ques-

tioning local territories. Therefore, the question of the future of small industrial

business in rural area arises with a renewed acuity. While many analysis show a

decline of industry in certain areas, with a movement of closures, this finding may,

by focusing on what disappears, hide the emergence of new dynamics. Indeed, the

current crisis is also a re-composition of the productive system: if some kind of

industrial developments fall into disuse, others are implemented. The advantages

and disadvantages of the rural space are not necessarily of the same kind than in the
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past, all the more since this environment has experienced significant evolutions

during the last decades, with a certain decrease of exodus and decline (Datar 2003).

Businesses are changing and the rural world too, should their evolutions inevitably

go in opposite sides? To contribute to the reflection concerning this subject, we

chose to focus on healthy small French rural industrial firms, in order to analyze the

reasons of their dynamism and to bring out some leads regarding the potential of

companies development in rural area, with a prospective vision.

The current economic transformations are frequently seen as an extension of the

market mechanisms at the international level in which some territories become

marginalized or they are seen as a low cost workforce resource (see in particular:

Lichtenstein 2007; Cogneau et al. 2000). Other analysis regard those evolutions as a

surpassing of the Fordian model. So, a huge debate has begun about the appearance

of new dynamics. The idea that innovation and new communication technology

could play a key role has been advanced (Castells 1996). Some authors argue that

the current transformations show a plurality of logic. Indeed, capitalism has several

forms (Hall and Soskice 2001), with rationalities coexisting in a same period and

which are embodied in various form of companies (Eymard-Duvernay 2004, 2002).

Thus, he considers that firms have to arbitrate among a plurality of patterns,

corresponding to several “convention”: “domestic”, based on trust and tradition;

“industrial”, referring to the performance according to standards; “market”, based

on competition through prices; and the “network convention”. The emerging latter

would refer to a kind of flexible firm, relying on partnership networks, promoting

service, mobility and employees involvement. Therefore, going further than a

global approach, it is about observing how companies manage their development

policy, by studying the kind of relations they have established with territories. In

this vision, the trend of the Proximity Dynamics provides tools to tackle issues

concerning the diversity of the companies rooting in territories (see in particular:

Gilly and Torre 2000). He distinguishes several proximity dimensions: a geograph-

ical one, related to space, an organizational one due to the participation to a

productive activity, and institutional, referring to social conventions shared by

some actors. Then, we must study the various mix of kind of proximity in order

to understand the multiple means of the development. It is in running from these

two approaches, highlighting the diversity of the ongoing changes, that we propose

to pursue the reflexion with our case study concerning the SMI in rural area.

The recommendations most often advanced to support the industrialization in

rural area can be gathered in broad outline in two significant views. The first one

bets on exogenous factors, resorting to the settlement of companies born in town or

to the realization of subcontracting activities for them. In fact, here we meet a

conception linking industrialization and urbanization, in which rural area has a

peripheral position. If companies hold steady, it is for the most part because they

produce for nearness markets, or that they take care of activities with a low wage

cost. The second one values endogenous factors, with an incentive for the constitu-

tion of local productive systems, using Italian districts as a reference (Bagnasco

1977; Becattini 1987; Piore and Sabel 1984); or, more recently, the whole high

technologies, like in the case of the Silicon Valley (Rogers and Larsen 1984;
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Saxenian and Hsu 2001; Porter 2000). Here, it is about encouraging the develop-

ment of complementary corporate network, based on cooperation between local

actors, enhancing a geographical proximity. Beyond those two development means,

still current today, other perspectives seem ready to be found for the rural area

industrialization, especially concerning the SMI.

Indeed, the observation of about twenty SMI, located in non peri-urban rural

area and which don’t concern high technologies, offers the possibility of a new

path. The studied companies are not strictly issued from the land, without necessar-

ily being urban importations. They rely on local factors, but are not limited to them,

since they also take part in national and even international dynamics; it is precisely

the articulation of those local and global dimensions that could be their strength.

Despite of the variety of their industrial sector and of their geographical location,

those SMI have common features. What lead us to see them as belonging to a same

form, characterized by a specific profile of entrepreneur and by flexible operating

procedures. Former urban executives, creators of their own activity, have behaviors

and value systems far from the traditional SME owners’ ones. The functioning of

these SMI is marked by their managers’ representations. Indeed, the performance of

these small enterprises would come from four main directions: specialization in

some niches in the market, the technical flexibility, the integration in both local and

national/international inter-firms networks, and the work mobilization. These fea-

tures sketch a specific form of SMI, which differ from the independent traditional

SME close of craft industry, as much as local productive systems. These SMI differ

from the domestic convention, in which companies rely on manufacturing tradi-

tions and on networks based on the trust related to the geographical proximity.

Instead, they would concern new productive models. So, rural spaces would not

necessarily be pushed aside from new kind of entrepreneurship. Technological

changes and the evolution of communication and transport systems, play an impor-

tant role in the boom of this type of enterprise. In addition to these aspects, the

advantages of a rural area, as outlined here, are relatively surprising. They are in a

natural environment, attractive to some entrepreneurs, and they are also a part of the

socio-cultural capital of the rural workforce.

Wewill endeavor to analyze the distinctive features of these SMI and the way they

come within the scope of the rural area, especially by asking ourselves about the

factors which have contributed to its development. First of all, we will clarify our

method and the characteristics of our sample. Then, from the main elements coming

out from the latter, we will successively tackle the entrepreneurs’ profile, the deve-

lopment strategies of the companies and their human resources management mode.

2.2 SMI in a Non Peri-Urban Rural Setting

The studied companies are spread all over the national territory in the non peri-

urban rural area. They do not belong to the food-processing sector. They were

established by their current executive, and they are job-creating. They have a quite
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unusual profile of independent SMI, especially concerning the rural space. If this

case study shall not be representative of the current situation of the SMI in rural

area, it is yet representative of the fact that small industrial companies can develop

in this area.

Our study deals with a sample of 21 SMI, selected among a hundred or so SME

that we have surveyed, during the research made between 1988 and 2001, we have

systematically kept the SME located in rural area, outside periurban area. The subject

of these research was not the rural development, they were about companies who had

benefited of a job creation grant. One of the specificity of this sample is to only keep

companies which are job-creating, since it is according to this criterion that the grants

are allocated. Thus, this selection mode allow to focus on expanding SMI.

We remind that several works have noticed a movement of non agricultural

companies creations in rural areas, since the beginning of the eighties, in France

(Bontron 1991; Julien and Marchesnay 1988; Joyal and Deshaies 2000) as well as in

other countries, like in the United States (Nelson 1998). But to our knowledge,

studies and quantified data miss in order to assess the extent of this phenomenon.

So, our case study would come within the scope of a more general movement, but

the fact would remain that we would have to assess its extent through a larger-scale

survey, what is beyond the framework of this prospective study (Table 2.1).

SMI have been observed directly, on the basis of interviews with their execu-

tives. For the most part, they have just been created: 18 among them were estab-

lished by their current executives during the 1980s/1990s. Three are takeovers.

Nevertheless, these takeovers are similar to companies creations, because it consists

in buying out bankrupt companies which have been radically transformed: new

buildings, change of production; for example, a car parts subcontracting company

became a sonar expert at the international level, with new buildings and three

quarters of the staff were renewed.

These SMI have an average of 35 employees and belong to various industrials

sectors. Only one of them belong to the food-processing sector, producing biscuits;

one pertains to the service sector, with activities of processes development for

industry. The others are, for the most part, are dealing with semi-processed goods

production (technical parts and sets, special packaging, material transformation).

We find four cases of consumer goods: watchmaking, automobile (SUV

manufacturing), joinery, biscuit factory. None of these companies is in the position

Table 2.1 Distribution of the SMI by industrial sector and by number of employment

Sector Employment

<10 10–25 26–50 50–200 Total

Engineering 2 1 3 2 8

Electronics and IT 1 1 1 1 4

Processing of plastic 1 2 1 4

Processing of special material 1 2 3

Wood industry 2 2

Total 4 7 8 3 21
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of an usual subcontractor, which would be fulfilling carrying out functions for

contractors. Fifteen PMI have their own products and six are specialty subcontractors.

The studied PMI are spread over the whole national territory, in communes

distant from big urban centers. Only four of them are settled on the outskirts of

small cities (Sens, Fontenay le Comte, Montbrison). For the most part, they are

located in less industrialized sites, even sites where the company is the only

industrial activity. They do not belong to any local productive system.

Thus, the companies within our sample have particularly marked common

characteristics, despite the diversity of their industrial sector and their location.

This convergence is much more obvious when we examine their social and produc-

tive specifications.

2.3 Rural Neo-Entrepreneurs

The managers of these SMI are not local entrepreneurs strictly speaking, unlike the

common idea of executives in rural area, especially when it comes to business

development. Outside the standard pattern, they also are quite outside the model of

the boss in the traditional SME. Referring to the model of the “expanded family

circle” (Bunel and Saglio 1979), the boss of a traditional PME can be defined as

corresponding to a paternalistic managerial power and to family values, where the

possession of the capital is seen as a property passed on from generation to

generation.

2.3.1 Qualified Executives Living Town

Of urban origin for the most part, these entrepreneurs, for a half, are not born in the

region where their company is established. So, relationship to the rural area is not

significant. Even if for some there is a correspondence between the place of birth

and the workplace, it is in the widest sense, meaning a region and not a commune.

As a whole, these entrepreneurs’ careers show a huge geographical mobility: many

of them lived in other regions, even in a foreign country in some cases.

The usual picture of a business manager heading such small companies refers to

a profile of a person with a low level of education, who hold the positions of

foreman or of technician. And yet, this case is very rare: we are mainly in the

presence of seniors executives: 86% of them have a level of qualification higher

than the A-Level, and among them 61% have a diploma higher than the A-Level.

Knowing that the entrepreneurs’ level of qualification has increased since the

middle of the seventies, it clearly appears in the cases we have observed. To

make a comparison, the INSEE (the French national institute of statistics and

economic studies) shows that, in France, entrepreneurs had a level of qualification

higher than the A-Level for 40.6% of them in 1994, and for 39.3% in 2006.
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(In 1979, entrepreneurs had a level lower than the A-level, in 81% of the cases, in

the study of Bunel and Saglio 1979.)

Consequently, the director’s profile coming out here seems very specific, it could

seem significant of a social change. Indeed, these executives who have an advanced

degree (even from prestigious high schools), giving up their executive function to

establish their own companies in their 40s, did not seem to have to adopt a

withdrawal position. So, the movement towards a return to the SME would be

significant of a modification of the value system. These executives have a distinc-

tive representation of the company, where the big business is not the ideal reference

model and the small the mediocrity one. To the contrary, the SME is shown has

a favored place for the actual exercise of the managerial power, opposed: “to the
structure complexity and to the big businesses’ rigidity”.1 The choice of the company

establishment, whether it is frequently due a desire to return to the roots, even if they

are more elective than real, seems related to a attraction for the natural environment.

The latter has often been determining for the choice of setting-up place, sites having

been judged relatively equivalent according to the productive resources and to the

local aid system that are frequently present in these rural areas. This attraction for the

nature can be seen in the conception of the building, where a care for the natural

environment is obvious: a company is settled in an old rustic restored farm; an other

one’s workshop is made up with huge glass walls with a view on the forest. We notice

that this interest for the nature seems to correspond to a certain urban executives

category, better than to the traditional rural SME’s bosses one.

2.3.2 An Entrepreneur Profile Specific

Even if these entrepreneurs show themselves to be critical concerning big busi-

nesses, nevertheless they do not reproduce the traditional family model of SME.

Their companies does not seem to be highly related to kinship: members of family

working in these companies only represent a third of the cases, and only a quarter of

the managers’ wives are involved in the activity; they often exercise an activity

requiring a higher qualification: education, medicine, etc. The very big majority of

these managers do not consider that their children may succeed them. These

entrepreneurs see their company more like a tool than a legacy property. Whether

according to them the possession of the capital is still a guarantee of autonomy, this

ownership is often shared out: in two thirds of the cases, companies have a

collegiate committee. Partners, with complementary competences, are often co-

founders who chose themselves according to affinity criteria, within circles of

friends, colleagues or former students. Since they join their forces to create a

company, these executives are part of a phenomenon, quite new, that have been

observed elsewhere. (According to the INSEE, the created companies are less and

less sole proprietorship ones, with only 52% of the cases in 2006 in France.)

1We put in brackets actors’ comments throughout the text.
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So they do not reproduce at all the model of a family SME. Besides, they reject

the “boss” term that they associate with the latter. Referring to themselves as

“directors”, in this way, they appeal to an other type of legitimacy. They show

themselves to be critical concerning the: “bureaucratic rigidity of the big busi-
nesses where we cannot do anything without going through the hierarchy and
where everyone is just a cog”, as the “traditionalism and the narrow-mindedness”
of the family SME. These directors introduce their company as a “team”: “the
success of our company? It is because we are a team”. This representation of the

company seems to correspond to the cultural distinctive features of this social

subgroup of executives. The latter value the autonomy and the return to more

convivial principles, while rejecting individualism. Their ideal company is a

model of a “human-sized company” which success cannot be something else but

collective.

For this model of support lasts, the great majority of these entrepreneurs do not

consider that the company might exceed a size of 50 employees. Therefore,

according to them, the activity development must be done by creating satellite

companies, some kind of autonomous near-subsidiaries, sometimes giving birth to

micro-groups. This principle has already been put in practice by a third of them.

This concern about maintaining small units also correspond to the search of a bigger

productive flexibility. The company must be able to adapt itself and, to do this,

avoid centralism and concentration, in order to run, with a minimum of risks, niches

market which, when they disappear, affect only one satellite. These SMI have been

in line with a movement of development of micro-groups observed during the last

decades. This, the INSEE notes that there are 37,151 micro-groups in France in

2006 against 22,174 in 2003 and 726 in 1987. More than 50% of the companies

constituting these groups have less than 20 employees and 89% have an average

size of 44 employees. This firm structure seems to come under a logic differing

from the cooperative movement, the objective here is to avoid the rigidity of the

concentrated structures, in an industrial, financial and legal point of view (Donckels

et al. 1987; Davidsson et al. 2005; Levratto 2007).

So, the general development draws an entrepreneur profile quite original, execu-

tives going back to the rural area and to the SME, “rural neo-entrepreneurs”, which

characteristics are not to be link with a specific local area, but to a category of

executives in search of other ways of life and other ways to practice their profes-

sional activity. In that regard, executives are not irrelevant to the movement of the

SME enhancement that was born during the 1980s–1990s and a managerial press

have spread about it. Especially relying on the analysis of this literature, Boltanski

and Chiapello (1999) have identified this conception to the emergence of a new

capitalism spirit: “the city of project”. It refers to the neo-management, distancing

itself from bureaucracy and big centralized industrial structures. It is based on

principles valuing mobile and flexible activity, with a management through objec-

tives and a networked organization. It gives a central role to the human resources

mobilization. Then, it seems that rural areas are not deserted by new entrepreneur-

ship forms. These executives’ company vision played a leading role in the orienta-

tions given to these SMI.
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2.4 Adaptive Companies

Whether the studies SMI are rapidly growing, the reason of their performance is

not related to the real implementation of products or processes innovations. It

seems to lie in a specific logic, implanted as soon as their creation: bidding on the

product quality, the commercial strategy of these SMI closely articulates with an

ingenious development of the technological resources. The specificity of their

production is not related to the rural areas. Without being limited to value links

of geographical proximity, these SMI come within the scope of both local and

global networks; these companies performance would result of this double anchor,

in the most part.

2.4.1 Niche Market Strategy

To define their markets, directors opted for strategies that could assure as much

autonomy and competition as possible. Generally, they tried to avoid captive

subcontracting situations, estimating the dependence to the contractor too restric-

tive. For the very most part, these SMI have their own products. The ones which

make specialty subcontracting are viewed as suppliers mastering the conception

and the manufacturing know-how. These entrepreneurs bidden on high added value

products, thus leaving aside mass consumption products that they consider too

highly competed and requiring heavy and rigid equipment. Their competitive

strategy consists in playing the specialization card, bidding on the product quality

rather than on the low price, as well as on the service and the adaptation to the client

demand. Favoring a flexible productive model, based on quality and service, these

SMI would be in line with what Veltz (2000) identifies as a “new industrial world”,

in which companies performance lies in their ability to be reactive facing the

evolution of the international competition criteria where quality, variety and inno-

vation play a decisive part.

The originality of their product does not strike a discerning eye, because it is

frequently based on exclusive astuteness and original adaptations: so, one of the

SMI manufactures glass cobblestones which shape allow an assembling unequaled

until now; an other one is the world specialist in “silent” hydraulic pump; a third

one in “form memory” materials. These SMI are specialized in a particular product:

“Our specialty? The rare bird”. So, these companies differentiate themselves from

the others in the market through product micro-innovations. With this policy, these

SMI move away from dependence relationships, because they position themselves

de facto as products makers. This strategy is about highlighting niche markets in the

gaps left vacant by the competitors; these niches, which are not limited to a local

market, assure them a national coverage, and an international one for some of them.

We notice that these former executives, unlike some traditional SME bosses

consider all the possible means of commercial development without any reluctance.
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Such a strategy of small specialized niches requires, in order to last, the company

to be very mobile on the market, in order to move in accordance with the oppor-

tunities, constantly adapting products and processes (with small investment costs).

So, this strategy appears as related to the model of technical implementation

specific to these SMI, relying on flexibility and constant ingenuity.

2.4.2 An Ingenious Development of the Techniques

The care about avoiding rigidity has often been one of the leading criteria at the

moment of the choice of the productive equipments. Open to the new technologies,

this former executives moderately appeal to them (about 50% of the equipment

pool). The observation of these manufacturing processes shows a strange coexis-

tence between them and older techniques. For example, in the same workshop, we

find a computer-aided design (CAD) system and a classical mechanical lathe or

manual welding machines. If such an eclecticism may surprise, it does not appears

without rationality. Beyond the fact that it is less costly, these two techniques of

different generations have a common character which is their modularity. It means

that each machine is viewed as a unit which does not necessarily depend on a whole,

unlike those of the intermediate generation (simple automatism of assembly line

type). This type of equipment offers the advantage of being able to fractionate the

investments according to the current assets, since each machine can be bought

individually. Furthermore, this bigger autonomy of the techniques explain that

these small businesses of rural areas may operate in the absence of any close

industrial environment, because of their lesser dependence to processes.

The association of these techniques, whether it can appear as unorthodox, does

not less give rise to unseen makeshift jobs, to very discreet innovations, which

compose a part of the industrial secrets capital of the company. The resort to these

equipments allow to carry through the niche market strategy. Indeed, the techniques

used characteristic is to permit high level and flexible productions (they permit to

modify the product without changing the equipment and to manufacture individu-

ally as much as in limited series). It is by developing these possibilities that these

SMI offer specialized products that can be modified at the clients request.

We note that whether some have hoped from new communication technologies

which had to permit the development of the teleworking in rural areas, it seems that

we underestimated the revitalization abilities of SME in these areas through the use

of new production technologies. Indeed, the latter, more autonomous and flexible,

are integrable into very small businesses, which can since then reach a high

performance level, even if they are isolated on the territory. However, the role of

the new communication technologies is important for the expansion of these

companies, as well as the development of the transport infrastructure. Both proceed

to a kind of opening up of the rural space: they facilitate the access to the informa-

tion as well as to the markets; they support the expansion of inter-companies

networks by reducing the problem of the geographical distance. For example, the
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SMI finds through Internet a new client company located in Germany, then the

director goes in the company in order to better define their needs “not a problem of
being in the countryside, there is always the internet and highway and an airport
nearby. There is much more time than crossing the Paris region”.

2.4.3 An Articulation of Local and Global Networks

The inter-firms networks, which these SMI are in line with, show a configuration

different from those we have analyzed in the case of the local industrial system of

Oyonnax (Raveyre and Saglio 1984). More endogenous to the site, they are

essentially based on cooperation relationships – competition between local com-

panies, in the same sector of plastic transformation. The study of the privileged

relationships that the SMI of our sample sustain with other companies lead to show

an other networking exceeding the local level, with the articulation of two types of

networks: local and global.

The most developed networks are vertical, with national/international clients

and suppliers. They contribute to assure the products quality and the technical

efficiency of these SMI. Indeed, the relationships with the clients are close in order

to bring an answer adjustment to the demand particularities. Likewise, relationships

with the various industrial partners, whether they are suppliers or subcontractors,

are often strong, in the aim to reach the mastery of the whole operational sequence.

For example, in order to define a machine which design is in progress, exchanges

information with its “partners” located in other regions: its supplier, programs

designer, its subcontractor, parts manufacturer, and its client. As the information

can round-trip between all these actors. On the other hand, some employees of the

SMI stay at the partners’. It offers to the partners a better mutual knowledge of the

techniques and know-how of each. These practices, most often not formalized in

explicit contracts, essentially rely on interpersonal agreements. Here, the nature of

the exchanges is related to services: technical and commercial information, advices,

etc. This way, these SMI offer themselves the opportunity to better fit to the

companies upstream and downstream to their manufacturing and to their clients.

They can also access to diversified knowledge and services they could not afford

to manage alone. Finally, that is to say: they offer themselves the opportunity to

mobilize resources without increasing their investments and freeing themselves of

the geographical proximity.

These SMI are also stakeholders in horizontal networks, between “local SME
colleagues”. Many of them appeal to their proximity counterparts (from various

production sectors) in order to face their fabrication variations in terms of quality

and quantity. To answer to the clients demands, sometimes various and punctual, it

happens that they temporarily rent material, premises or workforce to neighbor

SME; in return, on occasions they “give a hand” to the latter. For example, a SMI

specialized in plastic transformation, usually manufacturing small products, tempo-

rarily rents a neighbor company’s warehouse to answer to an order of sailboat hulls.
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The appeal to the vertical networks contributes to the technical effectiveness and

to the products quality, the one to the horizontal networks help assuring the produc-

tive flexibility and the companies mobility on the market; two aspects getting to the

core of these SMI functioning. This unusual articulation of networks would be one of

the performance factors of these SMI, both deep-rooted in the local space and

integrated to the national space (and to the international one for some of them).

Unlike the traditional local industrial systems limited to a geographical space, theses

companies show a network articulation close to the one observed in cases of high

technologies companies, with an network architecture combining local and global

links; as “small world”-type (Watts and Strogatz 1998; Zimmermann 2002). At the

local level, these SMI networks deal with punctual adjustments; they are based on

neighborhood relationships, so on a geographical nature proximity. At the global

level, the networks connections deal with the partners who are directly involved in the

product manufacturing (whether they are suppliers or clients). These networks allow

the circulation of information and knowledge; they support various adjustments and

inter-organizational learning. So, in these networks, it is the organizational proximity

that counts, beyond the geographical distance. So, as Rallet and Torre (2001) and

Torre and Rallet (2005) have shown it, the organizational proximity turns out to be a

more important support for the knowledge circulation and for the mutual learning

than the physical proximity.

2.5 Work and Employment Flexibility

The human resources management of these companies is marked by a search for

constant flexibility and adaptation of the labor factor, in order to reach the companies

objectives in terms of quality, technical flexibility and responsiveness to the demand.

In this, in many respects, it resembles to the post-fordian new organization of work

forms, bidding on the abilities mobilization (Zarifian 1999), where employees have to

show autonomy, initiative and adaptation. And yet, unlike some presupposition, it

seems that these practices find a particularly favorable environment in the French

rural society.

2.5.1 Development of the Versatile and Autonomous Capacities

In these SMI, most part of the employment is made of specialized and qualified

workers. Whether the average education level is not high, employees have yet to

carry out versatile and autonomous capacities. That nature of the tasks can be

relatively varying: depending on the quantity and the nature of the client demand,

the organization of work is likely to be modified as well as the employees break-

down in the operational sequence. Such a mobility of the employees within the

company requires versatile knowledge, every one of them can be lead to hold

different positions which do not always fit to their original qualification. It may
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concern employees of various levels: thus, a technician accomplished a maneuver

task during 1 week, “because there is a rush”. We notice that the versatile and

autonomous capacities rely on a technical culture belonging to the same family than

the pre-fordian model one – related to farming and crafts – and which, de facto,

would be particularly adapted to the post-fordian contemporary new modes of

production.

The qualification and wave level in these companies is not lower than elsewhere.

For the met directors, the search for the lower cost for workforce comes after, most

part of the time, its quality. Indeed, for them, it is not about manufacturing standard

products with specialized positions, but product of quality requiring the mobiliza-

tion of the employees capacities. What means, in their idea, enough attractive

salaries. This logic marks the gap with a model of industrial settlement based on

the search of a low-cost workforce in countryside, corresponding to a convention of

a market nature.

Recruitment of employees and workers is mainly local, but not in the hidebound

meaning. Employees live in an average zone of fifty kilometers from the premises.

We can see here an effect of the evolution of the rural lifestyles during the last

decades, where the mobility of the population has considerably increased. Techni-

cians and executives, for their part, often come form other regions. Sometimes, they

can be recruited through the national network of “partner companies” of the SMI.

One of the issue met by these SMI, especially those located in very small township,

may be to find personnel corresponding to the companies needs, notably for the

most specialized and high qualifications. We notice that this issue seems less related

to internal factors than to specifications of their environment. Indeed, the lack of

sociocultural equipments and of services (day-care centers, hospitals, cultural and

community centers, etc.) of some rural spaces looks like a problem for many

employees concerning their expectations and need outside the work.

2.5.2 Employees Mobility and Mobilization

The workforce management relies a lot on the informal regulation modes of the

working time. Frequently, “we make more hours” during the evening or the week-

end. If the overtime is rarely paid, getting rest days is often the rule. Taking days off

for gardening, picking in the family farm or practicing leisure activities. Very often,

it is made in an informal way, through inter-individual “accommodations” between

employees and directors. In addition, it is often the duration of the labor contract

that varies, with repeated appeals, additionally, to fixed term contracts or part-time

ones. These practices seems to be facilitated in rural area, because the population of

this area, due to the common pluri-activity of the households or to the leisure

possibility related to the nature, would accommodate more easily with this variation

of the whole working time.

This flexible organization of work, requiring inter-personal agreements and

employees capacities, would rely, for a part, on a subjective mobilization of the
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employees. The representation of the company as a “team”, given by the direc-

tors, would likely stimulate the personnel involvement. Indeed, this representation

looks like a valuing of the communication and the adherence. Unlike the model

of the traditional family SME, of the “expanded family circle” (Bunel and Saglio

1979), the director (here the entrepreneur) does not show himself as a father, but

better as a kind of sport leader who must lead the group in a fight toward success.

This consensual image moves the place of the conflict, from the employer/

employee relation, they come to the company/environment one. The employee

relation is vanished by this representation where the legitimacy of the manage-

ment is more about adherence, valuing both autonomy and solidarity, would

likely be more a continuance of the cultural heritage of the rural population,

than of the classical urban working tradition. We are not here in a case of values

and norms sharing withing a local social community – i.e. institutional proximity

– as it is seen in some traditional local productive systems, but more in front of a

possible socio-cultural congruity between these neo-entrepreneurs and the rural

population. (It would remain to explore this hypothesis and to study in which

measure and following which terms employees agree or put up with this form of

organization.)

Then, the management of work mode, observed in these SMI, combines tradition

and modernism, interpersonal arrangements and adherence to the company’s proj-

ect. In this, this type of management, belonging to the family of the new participa-

tive management modes, bidding on employees flexibility and mobilization,

seemed to adapt itself well to the contemporary rural areas presenting mixed

cultural characters. We can put forward, as an hypothesis, that the rural workforce,

linking a cultural and technical pre-fordian heritage to modern lifestyles based on

mobility and pluri-activity, would appear as a flexible potential of the management

of work. What could have been presupposed as a problem for the development

of companies in phase with the current performance criteria, appears here as an

asset.

2.6 Conclusion

The directions chosen by these SMI, at the commercial, technical and labor

management levels, show a consistent whole, confers to these companies a

particular functioning mode which essential characteristic may be defined as a

global capacity of adaptation. It appears as in ingenious development of the

possibilities given by the state of the market, the techniques and the workforce.

The study of these SMI reminds that beyond the established models of develop-

ment, it would be wrong to underestimate the dynamic and innovative possibi-

lities of adjustment, each time unusual; even if their eclecticism may surprise.

The functioning mode of these companies has been marked by the values system

of these directors of a special type. These senior executives, who consider without

any reluctance technical innovations and commercial openings, could have found
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in rural areas some possibilities of industrial development that traditional entre-

preneurs seem still unable to perceive. The reasons of their companies perfor-

mance would then be less related to the objective resources which others could

miss, than in the elaboration of original solutions for which their real heritage

seems mostly sociocultural.

If this case study leads to draw the outlines of a new form of SME, yet, this one

would be an exclusiveness of the rural areas, even if it seems to find here a favorable

environment. SME of similar types have been observed in urban areas or in other

countries (Joyal and Deshaies 2000; Marchesnay 2004). These SME appear as a

flexible form of business, bidding on the employees mobilization and the integra-

tion in inter-firms networks, mixing local anchorage and global links. It appears that

this form of SME is an integral part of new contemporary socioeconomic patterns:

based on values related to the neo-management by projects, they would be in line

with immerging network convention. They would represent an original version in

the world of the SME and rural spaces. Without focusing on valuing a geographical

proximity based on communities limited to a local space, as in the traditional

productive systems, this form of SME combine this with a proximity on a world-

wide scale.

The rural world would not be neither neglected anymore by the new entre-

preneurship, nor doomed to the industrialization types previously known. This case

study, which shall not be representative of the state of the rural SMI, essentially

allows, by revealing things, to find some leads regarding the current development

possibilities for the SME in rural areas. This possibilities seem to be less related to a

type of activity than to evolutions of a global nature: a social change in a certain

category of entrepreneurs, the development of new technologies, the changes in

competition criteria give more spaces for quality and diversity.

The advantages of the rural areas, as drawn here, are relatively disconcerting.

The first one would rely on the sociocultural qualities of the rural workforce which,

by relating a cultural and technical heritage ante-fordian with modern lifestyles

based on mobility and pluri-activity, would appear as resource for flexible work

management, putting up relatively well with the post-fordian management modes.

Another aspect must also be mention, aspect not much usually considered as an

industrialization factor: the natural environment. Indeed, it seems that the attraction

exerted by this one on some new entrepreneurs, due to their particular vision of the

“quality of life” (inside and outside work), has played a significant role at the time

of the choice of the implementation place.

If we can put forth the hypothesis that new development perspectives are

opening to SMI in rural areas, now it would be about carry on the thought by

expanding the observation. A quantitative study would be useful to estimate the

phenomenon scale, and also an international comparison. In addition, several leads

remind to be explored: it would be about wondering concerning the type of products

likely to fit or not to this form of industrialization, to check out the rural spaces

which are the most attractive for these companies and to better understand the social

dimension of the phenomenon, notably from the point of view of the population

living in countryside.
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le phénomène des hypogroupes en France. Revue Internationale PME 20(2):59–88

Lichtenstein N (2007) A new world of retail supremacy: supply chains and workers’ chains in the

age of wal-mart. Conference, 11th Biennial Sociology of Work, London
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