
This book is about the famous Spirit of Gnosjö, characterising the enterprising 
and networking culture of a region in southern Sweden. The Spirit is actually 
so well-known that it is taken for granted by many as representing profitable 
businesses that are privately owned, formal and informal cooperation in net-
works between owner-managers, helpfulness and solidarity between employers 
and employees, and positive envy among entrepreneurs. This book describes 
and analyses these common assumptions about the Spirit, but it also brings the 
reader beyond its famous face. 
 A process oriented cultural perspective and three analytical concepts - degree 
of sharedness, inconsistency, and boundlessness - are applied. The readers are 
invited to visit four different arenas in the community; the business firm, the 
multifaceted arena of business related activities, the church, and the local theater 
association. The four arenas contribute, in different ways, to creating an under-
standing about Gnosjö and its Spirit. 
 The stories from the four arenas are analysed, resulting in the identification of 
three value sources. These are religion, the family, and the heritage of the region. 
Through these value sources it is possible to understand why people ascribe cer-
tain meanings to the Spirit of Gnosjö. Norms and values are identified and the 
espoused values are contrasted with inferred values, to illustrate the inconsistencies 
within the Spirit of Gnosjö. Finally, some challenges for the future in Gnosjö are 
proposed and discussed.
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Abstract 
The Spirit of Gnosjö - the Grand Narrative and Beyond is a study of the famous 
Spirit of Gnosjö. Gnosjö is a region in southern Sweden, famous for its 
enterprising and networking culture. The Spirit of Gnosjö (or in Swedish, 
Gnosjöandan) is typically depicted as representing profitable businesses that are 
privately owned, formal and informal cooperation in networks between owner-
managers, helpfulness and solidarity between employers and employees, and 
positive envy among entrepreneurs. People across Sweden give very similar 
accounts about its qualities, and these accounts can be understood in terms of a 
grand narrative. This book describes and analyzes the grand narrative, but it 
also brings the reader to a deeper understanding of the phenomenon beyond its 
famous name. A one-year ethnographic study was carried out, and through 
microstories the book gives voice to different groups of actors in Gnosjö. Apart 
from the indigenous male owner-managers, who have been the focus in 
previous studies, this book also includes other voices, such as that of employees, 
immigrants, and women.  

Guided by a process oriented cultural perspective, the reader is invited to 
visit four different arenas in the community: the business firm, the multifaceted 
arena of business related activities, the church, and the local theater association. 
At the end of the chapters dealing with the arenas, three analytical concepts are 
applied. These analytical concepts - degree of sharedness, inconcistency, and 
boundlessness - originate from a theoretical discussion regarding the aspects 
that are missing in the field of organizational culture.  

The description of the four arenas and the analytical discussions result in an 
identification of three value sources, which are fundamental for understanding 
why people ascribe a certain meaning to the Spirit of Gnosjö. The identified 
value sources are: religion, the family, and the heritage of the region. Thereafter 
espoused and inferred values are identified and analysed. The analysis results in 
the following values pairs: inclusion and exclusion, in the interest of the region 
and of self interest, equality and inequality, and tolerance and intolerance 
towards the unknown. This discussion illustrates the conflicting values within 
the Spirit of Gnosjö.  

To conclude some challenges for the future in Gnosjö are proposed and 
discussed. These are organized according to the following three themes: 
integration and immigration, the role of women in the community, and 
external ownership and external managers. 
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Chapter 1  
The Spirit of Gnosjö – Introduction 

“It is said that the most important things to know about a group of people are 
the things they themselves take for granted. Yet it is precisely those things that 
the people find most difficult to discuss.”  

William Foote Whyte, Men at Work, 1961:57  
 

♣ 

The Spirit of Gnosjö – The Grand Narrative 
The Spirit of Gnosjö is both a myth and a success story. It is a phenomenon that 
is known to most Swedes, and it is actually so well established that it is 
incorporated into reference books. In the Swedish National Encyclopedia we 
may for example read:  

The Spirit of Gnosjö is the name for the spirit of enterprising that prevails in 
the municipality of Gnosjö in Småland, and the neighboring municipalities 
of Gnosjö. In this region, self-employment is a way of life that dominates the 
community. This implies that the local authorities, banks, and trade unions 
conform their way of working to the way the enterprises work. The district 
has, for Sweden, a unique industry and a low level of unemployment. 

The Spirit of Gnosjö is also defined in the reference book: What Every Swede 
Needs to Know1. Incorporating the Spirit of Gnosjö into this book means that 
Swedes are expected to know about this specific spirit. This book depicts the 
Spirit of Gnosjö as the following:  

The Spirit of Gnosjö is the spirit of enterprising that has developed in the 
west part of Småland [including the municipalities of Gnosjö, Gislaved, 
Värnamo, and Vaggeryd], the center of one of the countries leading areas for 
small-scale industries. The Gnosjö owner-managers are known for their 
reliability and for their unconventional methods.” 

                                                 
1 In Swedish: Vad Varje Svensk Bör Veta 
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Incorporating the word into reference books signals that the Spirit of Gnosjö is 
a concept that is well known for many. The media, popular science books, 
reference books, together with research, have contributed to the spreading of 
knowledge about the Spirit of Gnosjö. Over time a grand narrative (cf. Boje, 
1995, Boje et al. 1999, Boje, 2001) of the Spirit of Gnosjö has been created, i.e. 
a story that is taken for granted. While the Spirit of Gnosjö is a concept whose 
meaning many people take for granted and, as a matter of fact, use as 
synonymous with small-scale enterprising, owner-managers, innovativeness, and 
networking activities, it is a concept that there is a lack of knowledge and 
understanding about and that raises a number of questions. These questions 
include: Why has the Gnosjö region succeeded? What is so special about 
Gnosjö? What can actually be learned from Gnosjö and the Spirit of Gnosjö?  

The aim of this book is to create understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö, 
also beyond the grand narrative, and it focuses on the multiplicity of voices that 
ascribe meaning to the Spirit of Gnosjö. However, to tell the story of the Spirit 
of Gnosjö there is a need to understand what the grand narrative tells, as well. 
Therefore, this first chapter introduces the Spirit of Gnosjö as it has been 
communicated through the media, popular science books, and regional 
marketing materials.  

The Making of the Grand Narrative - in the Media and in 
Popular Science Books 
Below a number of themes are introduced. The role that these themes play is 
prominent when the media, authors of popular science books, and regional 
actors write about the Spirit of Gnosjö. The themes make up the grand 
narrative of the Spirit, and they originate from articles published over the last 
five years with a national readership. Regarding books of popular science 
character, I refer to those that have a wide circulation. Also those have been 
published rather recently, with one exception, a book by Wendeberg from 
1982. This book is included since many people in the community refer to it 
and, moreover, it is one of the more extensive works that has been done about 
the Spirit of Gnosjö.  

It should be mentioned that even though only published materials from the 
media are included, radio and television also play a dominant role as creators of 
the meaning of the Spirit of Gnosjö.  

Cooperation and Mutual Understanding 
The grand narrative of the Spirit of Gnosjö emphasizes cooperation and mutual 
understanding as important characteristics of the Spirit of Gnosjö. According to 
Wendeberg (1982) many of the earlier firms had more than one founder. They 
were started by, for example, two brothers, two relatives or a number of fellow 
workers. This means that individual self-fulfillment has taken place in close 
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cooperation with others. Wendeberg (1982) also stresses the importance of the 
collective. The Gnosjö owner-manager is seldom depicted as the lonely hero. 
Rather focus is placed on cooperation and networks between owner-managers. 

The article In the Christian Democratic Gnosjö, the Holy Spirit and the Spirit 
Rules (Karlsson, 1998) stresses that the small firms cooperate more than they 
compete and cooperation and mutual understanding are prestigious words in 
Gnosjö. This goes for the political life as well as for trade and industry. When 
necessary the entrepreneurs help each other and they borrow tools, machines, 
raw material, and components from each other, even though they do not 
produce the same type of products. This aspect is also emphasized in the article 
The Father, the Sons, and the Holy Spirit (Torekull, 2000), which also stresses 
the strong social relationships between the entrepreneurs in Gnosjö. The Spirit 
is friendly without envy and one should gladly be ironic at one's own expense, 
according to Torekull (2000). The companies are kept small and many 
entrepreneurs are suppliers to their former employer, who is the biggest 
customer of the firm. “As long as a secessionist did not steal orders, defections 
were encouraged and still are,” Torekull (2000) states. 

Owner-managers in Gnosjö take strong responsibility for the community, 
which is another characteristic of the Spirit of Gnosjö. According to Helling 
(1995) they do not focus as much on financial profits as on the social 
responsibility they shoulder towards the community and its inhabitants. He 
refers to owner-managers who say that the Spirit of Gnosjö consists of 50 
percent envy and 50 percent stubbornness. However, in the Gnosjö case, envy 
is constructive, according to him. The success of an owner-manager is often 
based on avarice and a desire to be number one, which is accepted by others. 
Gummesson (1997) describes the secret beyond the Spirit of Gnosjö and points 
to the solidarity between the inhabitants as an important aspect. According to 
Gummesson (1997), it is not what companies in Gnosjö produce that is 
important. Rather, it is how this is produced. He presents the history of the 
district and discusses cooperation between companies, organizations, and local 
authorities.  

Wendeberg (1982) uses words such as: spin-offs, small-scale businesses, 
personal contact between entrepreneurs and employees, administration as a 
necessary evil, external investment firms are not appreciated, and being active is 
the goal, when describing Gnosjö and the Spirit of Gnosjö. She describes a 
people who have been brought up in a similar manner, who share the same 
religion and have the same perspectives on work and life. The majority of the 
inhabitants have the same educational level and the same skills. They share 
similar values and feel close to each other. In other words, her study illustrates a 
homogenous culture.  

Hardworking and Diligent 
People have learned that there are jobs and a demand for skilled people in 
Gnosjö and while most regions in Sweden have faced discontinuation, Gnosjö 
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has had a great demand for a workforce in order to survive and manage. Thus, 
being unemployed in Gnosjö is something uncommon and strange. The general 
attitude among the inhabitants is that people do not need to be unemployed 
since Gnosjö is the municipality in Sweden with the lowest level of 
unemployment and with a never-ceasing demand for skilled workers. According 
to the article, Gnosjö is Crying for Manpower (Rothenborg, 2000), Gnosjö only 
has one percent in unemployment, while the average of the rest of Sweden is 
4,7 percent. The director of the employment office, Lisbeth Trollér, says that 
there are 60 vacancies but she believes she could find jobs for five times as many 
since the companies need more people than that. Nonetheless, the companies 
know that it is hard to find workers and therefore they are restrictive. However, 
she says, it is not only a matter of convincing people to come here, we need 
places where they can live, we need day-care centers and more capacities for the 
school. Karlsson (1998) also emphasizes the issue of unemployment and he 
writes that being unemployed and living on subsidies is not accepted in the 
community. Generally speaking, people in Gnosjö believe that they can 
improve their circumstances (Wendeberg, 1982) and they had to when the 
region was poor. 

The inhabitants in Gnosjö are depicted as hard working, reliable, 
conscientious, ingenious, and creative. Because of the social control there would 
certainly be an article in the local paper Värnamo Nyheter if someone drove off 
the road. However, the population is growing and the inhabitants work hard 
and they have thereby little time for socializing. Therefore, it is not true that 
everybody knows everybody, the article by Karlsson (1998) relates.  

Regarding the gender issue, Torekull (2000) writes that the women share 
the responsibility for the firm with their husbands, who often hold the position 
of CEO of the firm. Another task for the women is to take care of the home. 
However, the article by Torekull (2000) depicts a family owned firm, Gnosjö 
Automatsvarvning, where the mother of the family holds the position as the 
CEO. Both daughters in the family work in the firm. This is not the traditional 
image of the Gnosjö firm. Learning from Pettersson (2002) the traditional 
picture of a Gnosjö entrepreneur is a man wearing a pair of dungarees and who 
has tools in his hand.  

Spiritual Forces 
When the media and popular science books describe and discuss Gnosjö the 
social and cultural aspects of the region are stressed. The family is important 
and so is the church. According to Karlsson (1998) enterprising and free-
churchism characterize Gnosjö. Torekull (2000) depicts the fifteen 
nonconformist assemblies of Gnosjö, which twenty percent of the inhabitants 
belong to, and the five Swedish parishes as a center of force. Faith matters in 
working life as well as in private life for many people. The entrepreneurs are 
either families or brethren in the church and people meet at prayer meetings 
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where they discuss the situation in their factories. If someone has free capacity 
in the machine line he helps someone else, Torkull writes (2000).  

The article by Karlsson (1998) provides a picture of the local government 
councilor, Göran Aronsson. His hands are folded on the picture and in the 
article he talks about his faith. Willis Thulin, a local entrepreneur, is portrayed 
in another article (Torekull, 2000). He is depicted as a Pentecostal, an inventor, 
factory owner, and politician. Willis’ father broke with his former life and 
found salvation. Religious people are not better than anyone else, according to 
Willis, but he thinks that they might have a lifestyle that is suitable for running 
a firm. They behave in an orderly manner, which according to the article means 
that they never get hangovers. They are punctual, energetic, driven by the 
ambition to both make the best of their talents and to take care of their 
brothers. “And they never feel alone”, Willis says. There is a religious network 
in the region and it consists of people who trust each other and who 
entrepreneurs can employ, Torekull (2000) writes. Those two examples 
illustrate that when describing and discussing the Spirit of Gnosjö people give 
room for their faith. 

Taking Pride in the History and Taking a Bright View of the Future 
Other aspects that are emphasized when describing and discussing Gnosjö is the 
historical background of the region and the role of Hylténs (cf. Torekull, 
2000). Hylténs was once a pioneering firm that played an important role in the 
region’s industrial development. Today Hylténs has been turned into a 
museum. Poverty is described as having influenced the development of the 
region. People were forced to find ways of making a living because of the 
limited access to natural and economic resources. They had to create their own 
future (Helling, 1995; Torekull, 2000). The role of the iron wire, which 
gradually was worked up and became the material for many products 
originating from the region, is also emphasized when describing and discussing 
the Spirit of Gnosjö. Torekull (2000) depicts the capable worker as a person 
who: “decided to get hold of a turning-lathe or maybe started in the hen house 
with a punching machine, continued with a press machine in another building 
and finally rebuilt the barn and created a factory. Therefore there are factories 
everywhere in the forest as if the idea of an industrial estate would almost be a 
bad thing.”  

Even if the past plays an important role, the present and the future of the 
region is also discussed. According to the articles, Gnosjö faces a number of 
challenges and does not remain unaffected by the major transformation 
processes taking place in today’s society, nationally as well as internationally. 
The article Gnosjö Knocks the Breath out of the Experts (Arthur, 2001) rejects the 
traditional pictures of Gnosjö as an entrepreneur who has lost one thumb in a 
machine accident and who has a factory where family and near relations are 
joining up to work. Moreover, according to the traditional picture the machines 
in the region are often repaired by steel wire and the entrepreneurs are described 
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as thrifty and nonconformists. These are qualities that together with 
stubbornness and hard work compensate for the long distances to customers. 
However, the article rejects these pictures and the CEO (Chief Executive 
Officer) of IUC, Ingegerd Gréen, tells that the region hosts some of Sweden’s 
most modern factories. According to Gréen, competence development and 
project management are topics discussed over a cup of coffee during breaks. She 
says that the region needs to develop further and she does not hesitate to tell 
managers in the region that there is a lack of qualified competence and a lack of 
places where newcomers can live when moving to the region. As she sees it, 
these are two threats for the future of the region. 

In She Makes Gnosjö Hold its Breath2 (Samuelsson, 2002) Gréen says that the 
old and traditional Spirit of Gnosjö needs to be matched with the latest 
competence from universities. In ten years’ time the Spirit of Gnosjö will not 
emerge from the turning-lathes but from knowledge. The Spirit of Gnosjö is 
described with words such as smart cooperation and technical knowledge. 
Gréen’s standpoint is that the Spirit of Gnosjö can be transformed to other 
areas of Sweden and Europe. According to Gréen, it all comes down to 
transforming an approach, or a number of values, in order to put flexible 
cooperation in focus. 

The Spirit of Gnosjö in Regional Marketing Material  
The attention directed towards the region on a national level has made the 
locals even more aware and proud of being part of the Spirit of Gnosjö. In 
1999, Gnosjöandan, the Spirit of Gnosjö, became a special trademark for the 
local authorities of Gnosjö. This means that no one else is allowed to use the 
term Gnosjöandan, which underlines the exclusiveness and uniqueness of the 
term. Moreover, the region was first named the GGVV-region (the name is an 
abbreviation of the four municipalities Gnosjö, Gislaved, Värnamo, and 
Vaggeryd, which make up the region), but it was later changed to the Gnosjö 
region. The name Gnosjö region, compared to the name the GGVV-region, was 
more recognized by people outside the region. This type of activity strengthens 
the identity of the community.  

The regional marketing material that has been used to illustrate how the 
locals depict the Spirit of Gnosjö originate from organizations or institutions 
that act in the interest of the region, the local authorities (Gnosjö Kommun, 
1999/2000), the local newspaper (Värnamo Nyheter, 1999), the local trade 
association (Gnosjö Industriförening, 1997), and the local development center 
IUC i Gnosjöregionen AB3(2000). The local trade association in Gnosjö 

                                                 
2 In Swedish, the word ”breath” is tantamount to ”spirit”.  
3 IUC is an abbreviation of Industriellt Utvecklings Centrum, in English: Industrial Development 
Center in the Gnosjö region Inc. In everyday language people in Gnosjö just say IUC, therefore I 
will, from now on, refer to the organization as IUC. 
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publishes a small book named Made in Gnosjö, which includes information 
about all the firms that are part of the association. The book is distributed 
nationally and internationally and the text is written in the following languages: 
Swedish, English, German, and French. For marketing material from the local 
authorities and from IUC, I have used their leaflets.  

Below the following themes are emphasized: Industriousness and 
Imagination, Strong Social Networks, and Full Speed Ahead. These keywords 
are used when local actors depict the Spirit of Gnosjö in regional marketing 
material.  

Industriousness and Imagination  
The local trade association writes the following about the Spirit of Gnosjö: 
“The Gnosjö spirit has become a familiar expression over the years – a network 
that stands for know-how, quality and modern industrial technology. That was 
how it all began.” The definition is followed by seven subheadings: Poor Soil, 
Time of Crisis, Wiredrawing, Manufacturing Industry, Cooperation, and The 
Future. The different sections tell about how the region has developed, how 
people worked with wiredrawing to survive, and how they learned to work up 
the iron and use it for producing different products, and finally how the 
manufacturing processes have developed over time.  

The leaflet distributed by the local authorities stresses the following: 
“Gnosjö is the most industrialized rural district in Sweden, with some 350 
industries [sic. industrial firms] for around 10,000 inhabitants. The Gnosjö 
spirit still lives on. Our numerous small businesses have become all-round 
suppliers, thanks to good communication links and an excellent spirit of 
cooperation. As for new technology, our successful and energetic entrepreneurs 
are always one step ahead. In Gnosjö it’s not unusual to find the latest 
production equipment in the smallest workshop.” The leaflet communicates 
that: “Thanks to short decision paths and good communications there is an 
excellent relationship between the local authorities, residents, and industry.” 
The very last lines say: “In Gnosjö you will find a community spirit that 
encourages individual development and nurtures people, nature, and the 
environment.” About the Spirit of Gnosjö the leaflet stresses: “’Gnosjö Spirit’ is 
an expression that has its roots in this region. The industriousness and 
imagination of the region were founded on the close-knit feeling between local 
people. This is a spirit we are keen to preserve.”  

In a supplement by Värnamo Nyheter (1999)4, about the four municipalities: 
Gislaved, Gnosjö, Vaggeryd, and Värnamo, there is a success story of an 
entrepreneur. The story tells how an entrepreneur invested his last 25,000 
Swedish crowns in 1985 and in 1999 the business had a turnover of 100 
million and 35 employees. The entrepreneur, Sven-Erik Svensson tells that he 
                                                 
4 The supplement is considered marketing material since about 43 local firms and other 
organizations advertised in it. 
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had been advised not to start the business but he did anyway. All the three 
sources emphasize a region that has developed thanks to the close networks and 
hard work. The small size of the community and good communication have 
played an important role. 

Strong Social Networks  
Gnosjö and the Spirit of Gnosjö is often equated with social networks and 
networking activities. The role of cooperation in the region and how firms 
cooperate to handle situations they cannot handle themselves are frequently 
addressed themes in the regional marketing material. The leaflet distributed by 
IUC emphasizes the cooperation that favors the regional business life and it 
states that IUC is a new meeting point and an actor that contributes with useful 
contacts and new competence. Yet it is stressed that the old meeting points, 
such as the Post Office, the Church, and Rotary still exist.  

One article in the supplement by Värnamo Nyheter concludes that fewer 
than half of the people who finished high school in 1992 and moved outside 
the region want to move back, but those who do stress the strong social 
networks and the career as factors that are important for such a return.  

Full Speed Ahead 
Although the past of the region plays an important role, in the regional 
marketing material the present and the future are also emphasized. The material 
conveys the message that the industries in the region are modern and high-tech. 
The local trade association stresses that most firms use advanced technology to 
manufacture the products. The constant process of development is stressed as 
an important characteristic by the local trade association and moreover: “The 
municipality has never given any, financial subsidies but has always supported 
local industry by creating an infrastructure that promotes enterprise.” 

Focus is also on how the firms, hopefully, will continue to grow by means 
of, for example, the school of industry. Pelle Holm, then CEO of Isaberg Rapid 
and a well-known character in the region discusses the need for a local school of 
industry in the supplement to Värnamo Nyheter. As Holm sees it, the region 
needs well-developed manpower to be prepared for the future.  

The following lines were the introduction in the supplement distributed by 
Värnamo Nyheter and they illustrate very well the attitude in the marketing 
material regarding the future of the region: “We have, as the good tradition in 
the district offers, cooperated over a number of borders during this work. A 
cooperation that feels natural since we are all in the same boat towards a new 
millennium. There is only one alternative, full speed ahead!”  

The quotation emphasizes cooperation as an important aspect, and as has 
been learned by now, cooperation is for many the major characteristic of the 
Spirit of Gnosjö. Moreover, all of the sources stress the importance of a future 
perspective and they are permeated with a constructive attitude telling how 
good Gnosjö is and what potential Gnosjö has. 
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The Grand Narrative and Beyond 
The themes presented above are all part of constructing the grand narrative of 
the Spirit of Gnosjö. Similar words are used when the media, popular science 
books, and regional marketing material describe the Spirit. They all convey a 
message of a region that has succeeded in its industrial development.  

A Successful Business Region with a Homogenous Culture 
The low level of unemployment, the profitability of firms, and the high degree 
of cooperation between firms in networks are some of the characteristics that 
are highlighted when Gnosjö and its Spirit is described and discussed. The 
problems that are mentioned, they are, in fact, positive ones, for example the 
lack of manpower. Words such as helpfulness, cooperation, solidarity, informal 
networks, and positive envy strengthen the positive images of Gnosjö. Those 
characteristics have constructed the grand narrative of the Spirit of Gnosjö. The 
pictures convey a message of a homogenous culture where most of its actors 
share similar backgrounds and ideas. Gnosjö is depicted as a region without 
conflicts where harmony and consensus prevail.  

The grand narrative focuses on owner-managers of family owned firms. 
Leaders of the firms are emphasized instead of employees. Business life is in 
focus and not daily life outside the firm. The grand narrative gives voice to 
successful entrepreneurs or managers. According to the published material 
failed entrepreneurs do not seem to exist in Gnosjö. The same feelings stand 
out in the different sources, i.e. the media, popular science books, and in the 
regional marketing material, not forgetting that marketing material is, of 
course, in many ways rhetorical. Thus it aims to attract inhabitants of today as 
well as people who might move to the region in order to work or establish a 
firm there. 

From the above odyssey, it can be learned that local actors, the media, 
authors of popular science books, as well as authors of reference books have 
come to a shared understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö and this 
understanding has created the grand narrative of the Spirit of Gnosjö. 

Building on and Supplementing the Grand Narrative 
Since the grand narrative focus on owner-managers, and their firms, it is hard 
to tell what life is about for other groups of people than owner-managers, and 
moreover what life is about outside the firm. When people do not spend time 
in the firm, what do they do? What is everyday life like in the region? Where do 
people meet? What role does the church play? Is it still a meeting place? There 
are many family firms, but what role does the family play? Moreover, all of the 
studies focus on the entrepreneurs and none of them focus on how non-
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entrepreneurs in Gnosjö perceive the Spirit.  What is life about in the region for 
those who do not run their own firm? How is it to be employed in a firm and 
to be a blue-collar worker? How is it to be unemployed in a region where 
unemployment does not exist? Is it possible? How is it to move to a community 
where strong social networks have existed for generations? Do newcomers ever 
become part of the community? The questions are many, and the answers are 
few. 

Even if many people take the Spirit of Gnosjö for granted, there is an 
abundance of questions about the Spirit. To be able to answer these questions, 
there is a need for additional understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö. To gain 
this understanding, there is a need to focus not only on the grand narrative but 
also to look beyond it. The purpose of this study is therefore:  

To analyze the processes through which meanings are ascribed to the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. This is done from a cultural perspective and the study will thereby 
give voice to the multiplicity of actors in Gnosjö.   

Inspired by Garsten (1994), the cultural perspective in this study means a focus 
on norms and values in Gnosjö. To avoid getting caught up by the espoused 
values, the focus is on the inferred values as well. Briefly speaking the espoused 
values are “espoused to make an impression on an audience” (Martin, 2002:88) 
while those that are inferred “reflect a deeper level of interpretation” (Martin, 
2002:88). By emphasizing espoused and inferred values, it is possible to point at 
the heterogeneity, ambiguity, and inconsistency of the Spirit of Gnosjö. 

By giving voice to the multiplicity of voices in Gnosjö, the ambition is to 
create an understanding about how different people in Gnosjö ascribe meaning 
to the Spirit. This means that I will listen to voices from owner-managers, who 
have been in the center of previous studies, but I will also listen to voices of 
people who are not owner-managers. My wish is to give voices to employees, 
women, and immigrants too, people who, so far, have stayed silent. Moreover, 
the study does not only focus on business life strictly related to life within firms 
in Gnosjö, but also on the life surrounding the firms. Since there is not one 
whole, true story of Gnosjö and its Spirit, it is of great importance to listen to 
different voices, not only to those that have depicted the Spirit of Gnosjö so far. 

The grand narrative has made people ascribe a certain meaning to the Spirit 
and to take this meaning for granted. Relying on Boje (1995:1000), the grand 
narrative is in this study supplemented through “a pluralistic construction of a 
multiplicity of stories, storytellers, and story performance events.” This 
approach makes it possible to grasp understanding about excluding mechanisms 
in the community as well, and not only an understanding about those voices 
that have the power to speak. To only focus on the grand narrative when 
studying Gnosjö and the Spirit of Gnosjö would restrict the depth of 
understanding gained.  
 This study relies both on “macrostories” and on “microstories”. Boje 
(2001:61) writes that the value of microstories is “to reclaim the stories of the 



The Spirit of Gnosjö – The Grand Narrative and Beyond 

 21 

‘little people’, the ones doing the work and making the show happen. And the 
conquering hero narrative can be renarrated in a more multivoiced text, one 
that includes the tragic as well as the heroic.” Macrostories, on the other hand, 
are those stories that confirm and support the grand narrative of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö, it is the big consensus story, “one totalising account” (Boje, 2001:44). 
People who hold dominant positions in the community, for example formal 
business leaders, owner-managers, and politicians, often tell them. Microstories 
are those stories that not necessarily support the grand narrative of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö, they might be told by people who do not hold dominant positions in 
the community for example immigrants, women, and employees. However, 
people who hold dominant positions might also tell them. They might give 
expression to the microstories in certain contexts while they hold on to the 
macrostories in other contexts. Since most studies about the Spirit of Gnosjö 
have focused on the owner-managers and business life, the other groups and 
their lives have been neglected when it comes to understanding the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. People inside, as well as outside Gnosjö have come to associate the 
region and its Spirit with owner-managers and small-business venturing.  This 
study aims to look both at the macrostories that so far have been heard and 
beyond this hegemony force. By focusing on microstories, the aim is to 
contribute to an understanding of the Spirit of Gnosjö that we do not yet 
possess.  

The Outline of the Study and the Book 
At an early stage, when the purpose of this study was first decided, the decision 
was made to understand the Spirit of Gnosjö from the inside, by being and 
living in Gnosjö with the people who give meaning to the Spirit and who are, 
thereby, part of its construction. Therefore, the adopted method for this 
research is ethnography, or collecting information from an inside perspective 
and making sense of it from an external social scientific perspective (Fetterman, 
1998a,b). For a one-year period, I took part in daily life in the region to learn 
about the meaning of its much talked of spirit. The decision to carry out a 
study of ethnographic character made it natural to not only work with theories 
from the field of organizational culture but also from cultural studies in a 
broader sense.  

Focus is placed on understanding and giving meaning to the Spirit of 
Gnosjö through different stories. To get in contact with different stories and 
learn about them, I took the role of a participant observer, sometimes as an 
active participator sometimes as an observer. According to Clandinin and 
Connelly (1994:416): “people by nature lead storied lives and tell stories of 
those lives.” I hope to allow the reader to ”relive” the experiences from the field 
(cf. Richardson, 1994:521).  
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The ethnographic approach enabled me to tell stories from my own experiences 
in the field. It also made it possible for me to experience the community of 
Gnosjö from the inside and describe how people in the field give meaning to 
their cultures. Stories were experienced and collected during face-to-face 
interaction, “which is the prototypical case of social interaction. All other cases 
are derivatives of it” (Berger and Luckmann, 1966:43). With an ethnographic 
approach, I become the intermediary between those living in the field and the 
research community. By learning how people in the field give meaning to 
certain phenomena new knowledge is developed.  

I have participated in and observed activities that are carried out by people 
who work and live in Gnosjö, including the lives of the entrepreneurs. 
However, the private sphere of families and everyday family lives have been 
hard to get access to. I have made an attempt to grasp understanding about 
those aspects too, by for example including the church and the local theatre 
association as arenas. Still the main focus in this study is on business activities, 
since that is what the Spirit of Gnosjö is about, and when I use the expression 
daily life it includes business activities. 

As the previous discussion illustrates, the Spirit of Gnosjö is often described 
as cooperation, helpfulness, networking activities, a general low educational 
level among employees as well as employers, and shared values among the 
people in the community. The grand narrative of the Spirit of Gnosjö describes 
Gnosjö as implying a homogenous and integrated culture. At this point, 
pictures and stories that differ from depictions of Gnosjö and the Spirit as a 
homogenous and integrated culture are also needed. To create this 
understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö means to go beyond the taken for 
granted knowledge.  

The Outline of the Book  
This chapter is followed by a literature review, which serves to position the 
study theoretically. The first part of the chapter introduces previous studies 
about the Spirit of Gnosjö. This introduction aims to clarify why this study 
contributes to the understanding of the Spirit of Gnosjö. In the following part 
of the chapter I address and speak to the field of cultural studies. I identify five 
“gaps” in the field of organizational culture and I clarify how this study 
contributes to this lacking understanding. The theoretical concepts used in this 
study are defined. Chapter three is about the ethnographic method that has 
been applied and what this method signifies. The methodological tools adopted 
in the study are also discussed. The chapter explains how information has been 
collected in Gnosjö and how the information has been analysed and put 
together into this book. The chapter also provides insight as to why the finished 
product, this book, is structured the way it is. 

Chapter four, five, six, seven, and eight describes my journey through the 
community of Gnosjö. While chapter four brings the reader on a journey into 
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the past, the following four introduce the reader to a number of arenas in the 
community. These empirical chapters present stories from the field and depict 
the Spirit of Gnosjö from different perspectives. Chapter four examines Gnosjö 
and the Spirit of Gnosjö from a historical perspective and relates it to present 
day. It emphasizes that history matters for the understanding of the cultures of 
modern Gnosjö. The chapter tells about the development of the field and 
elements that have contributed to, and influenced, the cultures in the 
community.  

Chapter five views the business firm as an arena and the reader is brought to 
three different firms. One firm has stayed in the same family for generations, 
one has been acquired by a family, and one has been acquired by an industrial 
group. Creating understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö from the perspective 
of the business firm, as an arena, is a common perspective when studying 
Gnosjö. Business life does play a prominent role in daily life in the community, 
and I have therefore chosen to let this arena introduce the reader to the 
community. The chapter gives voice not only to owner-managers but also to 
women, to employees, and to immigrants.  

Chapter six brings the reader to the multifaceted arena of business related 
activities and arenas such as the local Rotary club, the local trade association, 
and the political arena are focused. By introducing the reader to arenas outside 
the firm itself, I am enlarging the arenas for business activities. The arenas 
introduced in this chapter are usually mentioned as playing an important role in 
Gnosjö, but so far, no study has applied an inside perspective, from these 
arenas, for understanding the Spirit of Gnosjö. 

Chapter seven views the church as an arena, which has played an important 
role in Gnosjö since the revival movement. The church is frequently 
emphasized as important in studies about Gnosjö. However, there is no study 
about Gnosjö in which the church is explored as a meeting place. Furthermore, 
there is no study which takes into account how the church influences daily life 
in the community.  

Chapter eight views the local theater association as an arena. This chapter 
gives an additional understanding to the Spirit of Gnosjö and it takes into 
account the stories the locals tell when they are mythologizing the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. 

The chapters emphasize different issues and give voice to different people. A 
more detailed description about how chapter five, six, seven, and eight, are 
organized follows in chapter three. 

I suggest that those readers who do not want to read the whole book simply 
read the discussions at the end of chapter five, six, seven, and eight. The first 
part of the discussion summarizes the chapter and the second part applies a 
cultural perspective on the chapter. 

Chapter nine includes an analysis of the five empirically based chapters 
based on norms and values in Gnosjö. The first part of the chapter discusses 
three value sources, which contribute to the understanding of the Spirit of 
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Gnosjö. Thereafter the Spirit of Gnosjö is discussed from espoused and inferred 
values. A discussion about critical concerns for the future of Gnosjö is also 
included.  

Finally, chapter ten discusses how this book contributes to the field of 
business studies in more general terms and how this book may influence future 
research.  
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Chapter 2  
The Spirit of Gnosjö as Cultures 

Previous Studies about the Spirit of Gnosjö 
The term the Spirit of Gnosjö has been used in Sweden for a long time and a 
number of academic studies have been published about the phenomenon. The 
following review aims to emphasize the results from the different studies that 
are of relevance for this work. By introducing previous studies about the Spirit 
of Gnosjö, it is possible to position how this study contributes to the 
understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö.   

Laying the Foundation for Researching the Spirit of Gnosjö 
In 1978, Johannisson wrote the research report Enterprises and Local 
Communities – a Study in Organization1, a research report that has been quite 
influential for the academic understanding about Gnosjö and the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. The report was also the basis for subsequent research by Johannnisson. 
In the report, Johannisson (1978) argues that there is a need to take the 
enterprise, management, and the local community into consideration in order 
to understand the phenomenon of enterprising. The enterprise should be 
viewed as an integrated part of the community. The daily work and activities of 
a community, as well as its social life, are interwoven with its business life. The 
community is a common point of reference for the owner-managers, who 
associate themselves with the community. The great majority of these 
individuals are raised and socialized into the daily life of the community. 
Running a firm is a way of life and a social interplay. Through participating in 
different associations the owner-managers complement their local network and 
the local political arena makes it possible for them to exert influence. 
Johannisson (1978) views the local community as one organization. Thanks to 
the lack of physical distances, the flow of materials, information, individuals, 
money, and values become integrated. Information is exchanged between 
individuals when they meet face-to-face.  

                                                 
1 In Swedish: Företag och Närsamhälle – en Studie i Orgaisation 
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Informal Networks - the Key to Success 
One of the issues emphasized in research about Gnosjö and the Spirit of Gnosjö 
is the role of informal networks between owner-managers (Johannisson, 1978, 
Kolsgård, et al., 1987; Karlsson, et al., 1992; Berggren et al., 1998; Rantakyrö, 
2001). Kolsgård et al. (1987) describe the Spirit of Gnosjö as a climate of 
cooperation, where owner-managers help each other and available capacities in 
the region are used. If one firm has an off-peak, it is often offered orders from 
firms working at full capacity.  

The cooperation is informal, which implies that the competitors help each 
other; one cooperates and competes at the same time (Kolsgård et al., 1987). 
This is also stressed by Karlsson et al. (1992) who write that the majority of 
people who have tried to understand and give meaning to the Gnosjö 
phenomenon have pointed to the important role of closely connected local 
networks where local churches, for example, play an important role as a meeting 
place. Cooperation between owner-managers takes place in these networks and 
cooperation and competition become two sides of the same coin, and it is 
almost impossible to draw boundaries between the two roles. 

There are a number of successful owner-managers in the region but nobody 
suffers from megalomania, some are better than others, but nobody towers 
above everyone else (Kolsgård et al., 1987). According to Kolsgård et al. (1987) 
helpfulness among company owners and between company owners and their 
employees, traditions, and carefully made investments, explain the reasons for 
the flourishing business life. Rantakyrö (2001) stresses that Gnosjö is one of the 
regions with the highest growth rate in Sweden and she argues that strong social 
association to the community and the local identity, which is created because of 
the common value systems, play an important role. Karlsson et al. (1992:10) 
stress that because of the interwined networks, “the knowledge and business 
relations of each individual entrepreneur become the knowledge and business 
relations of all other entrepreneurs in Gnosjö.”  

Berggren et al. (1998) also emphasize the spirit of cooperation as a main 
characteristics of the Spirit of Gnosjö and they discuss the role of “social 
capital”. They argue that social capital and not financial support should be 
considered the driving force for growth. The spirit of cooperation results in a 
number of associations and a strong cultural identity. Close cooperation 
constructs an environment where owner-managers can accept orders that they 
normally could not handle, since they share them with other companies in the 
region. Therefore, they should not be defined as lonely heroes. It is the 
horizontal networks, social security, and helpfulness between owner-managers 
that are the keys to the success of the region.  

Johannisson (1978) stresses the role of family businesses in Gnosjö and 
argues that there is close contact between the management team and the 
employees in the family businesses. A great majority of the firms in Gnosjö have 
been passed down from one generation to the other. People develop together 
with the firms and the community. Most customers, as well as suppliers, are 
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seen as local actors and a high level of trust is developed. Social relationships 
become the base for businesses, and people share the same values and share 
historical points of reference. Everyone is on an equal footing with each other 
and there is a special team spirit. Berggren et al. (1998) stress that some people 
consider Gnosjö to be a heaven for individualists who strive for self-fulfillment. 
However, the paradox is that “individual self-fulfillment in Gnosjö takes place 
through the safety of being near others”, who do what you do, who strive for 
the same goal - to establish and run a local firm. Berggren et al. (1998:39) stress 
that in the Gnosjö region different patterns of cooperation have been 
established between business managers and employees who have founded their 
own firms, between business managers and former fellow-workers who become 
partners, between husband and wife who carry out a lot of invisible work and 
between business managers and relatives who contribute financially. There have 
never been any class distinctions in Gnosjö according to Rantakyrö (2001). The 
message in Gnosjö has always been that everybody has the same value, which 
has influenced the attitude in the region. This reasoning implies that there are 
social networks that have developed over time and that these networks play a 
dominant role for the entrepreneurs. 

Comparative Studies 
Rantakyrö (2001) compares Gnosjö with Pajala, a municipality in the northern 
part of Sweden. Certain aspects of the two municipalities are similar, while they 
differ in others. The free-churchism is strong in both Gnosjö and in Pajala, as 
well as the temperance movement. The families are large and the social bonds 
are strong. The working-class movement has played a dominant role in both 
regions. However, the idea of enterprising differs. The social climate determines 
the regional development in the two municipalities. Gnosjö represents a go-
ahead spirit, solidarity, cooperation, and strong confidence in the ability of the 
region, Rantakyrö (2001) writes.  

The reason for the differences in the two municipalities is the different 
informal rules (Rantakyrö, 2001). Religion, politics, the educational system, 
and the family have a positive influence on enterprising in Gnosjö while the 
opposite is the case in Pajala. While people in Gnosjö believe that they can 
affect their destiny and can change their social status, people in Pajala believe 
that their lives are given and predetermined.  

Gnosjö as an Industrial District 
Gnosjö is frequently identified as an industrial district, which also applies to the 
Gnosjö region (Berggren et al., 1998, Johannisson, 1984, Johannisson, 1994). 
When discussing Gnosjö as an industrial district, the district type that most 
readily comes to mind is the Marshallian, in which business structure comprises 
small, locally owned firms, where investment and production decisions are 
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made locally (Markusen, 1996). A substantial volume of trade flows between 
firms in the district and long-term contracts are built on established 
commitments. Another important factor according to the Marshallian type of 
district is the workforce (Markusen, 1996). Both owner-managers and workers 
live in the same community and they feel commitment to the district and not 
only to one specific firm.  

One characteristic of industrial districts is that the business networks and the 
personal networks of entrepreneurs overlap and interrelate. This means that the 
professional career of the entrepreneurs are integrated with everyday life, which 
implies that it might be difficult for them to separate between commercial and 
social concerns (Johannisson, 1992). Studies about industrial districts have, 
however, had a dominant focus on business concerns and even if the personal 
networks have been attached great importance by researchers they have, more or 
less, been overlooked empirically. I would argue, that since “the basic role of the 
(personal) network is to cope with environmental ambiguity, to assist in making 
sense out of a complex general setting” (Johannisson, 1994:8), it is impossible 
to overlook the personal networks when creating understanding about 
industrial districts. Johannisson (1994) writes that a person creates meaning of 
the outer world through his or her network. Each actor’s sense making process 
is influenced simultaneously as each actor is part of influencing the sense 
making processes of the other actors. Johannisson (1994:8) writes: “Networking 
is thus a major component of social being and becoming” and individuals are 
redefining the reality “as they reflect upon history, live in the present and search 
for the future” (Johannisson, 1992:170). This implies that networks are not 
stable, but dynamic (Johannisson, 1992), and when new actors participate in 
networks, new perspectives emerge, and reality is redefined. One way to 
understand industrial districts is through the networking processes, business 
related as well as personal, that construct the industrial district. Markusen 
(1999) writes that studies about industrial districts tend to focus on actors and 
institutions and not on individual actors and processes, and according to 
Pettersson (2002) Gnosjö is not an exception. Leaving out individual actors and 
processes implies that aspects such as who is included or excluded in different 
network settings and power relationships are overlooked in studies about 
industrial districts (Markusen, 1999).  

Industrial districts are characterized by their local cultures, which are 
collectively shared by the inhabitants. The Gnosjö region is reputed for its 
strong local entrepreneurial culture, which is talked about as a unified culture 
that is close, homogenous, and shared by the whole community of people. 
When referring to Gnosjö it is the whole municipality that is talked about, if 
not the whole Gnosjö-region (Gnosjö, Gislaved, Vaggeryd, and Värnamo). The 
focus is on the social and cultural aspects of the region and words such as 
cooperation, helpfulness, regional meeting places, social networks, and social 
capital are emphasized.  
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Already in 1984, Johannisson concluded that the personal network is “the basic 
structure of any culture” (p. 34), a statement that I partly agree with. I would 
like to say that a person’s personal networks can be seen as arenas for 
communication, and through the communication processes meanings are 
ascribed to situations and issues, which construct cultures. Through these 
processes, networks are redefined. Taking into consideration that networking 
has played a dominant role in social anthropology, i.e. networking as human 
interaction, it is astonishing that cultural contingencies have played such a 
diminutive role in network analysis according to Johannisson (1994). 
Surprisingly few studies have been carried out in which industrial districts have 
been understood as cultures (cf. Johannisson, 1984; Davidsson, 1993; 
Lorenzen, 1999). The studies that have applied such a perspective have focused 
on culture as something that is shared by the members of the industrial district. 
Mainly the functionalistic approach (Burrell and Morgan, 1979) has been 
applied so far, i.e. researchers have tried to decode the “secret” and find ways to 
copy the success stories of industrial districts. This approach advocates the idea 
that the culture in an industrial district is homogenous and that all members in 
the community share the culture. Johannisson (1984), for example, concludes 
that the personal networks, which include employers, employees, and other 
citizens, play an important role for the creating of consensus in the community. 
He writes that there are local values that are congruent, which are based on 
common norms and as an example he takes the work ethics in Gnosjö and 
Skillingaryd. He takes the perspective on culture as something that is integrated 
and shared by the members. However, as I have interpreted Johannisson (1984, 
1994) he does not leave out that there are conflicts and ambiguities in industrial 
districts, but I would say, that his implicit focus is on culture as something that 
is shared. 

Generally speaking, industrial districts are frequently discussed according to 
an “ideal-typical industrial district model” (Staber, 1996:148), which is not in 
accordance with the assumption that industrial districts are socially constructed 
and reflect collective beliefs about economic exchange. The model as it is 
described today is too static (Staber, 1996). According to Alberti (2002) 
industrial districts have been idealized as supreme good communities and 
positive aspects of the district are emphasized in research while the more critical 
ones are overlooked.  

This might be due to the lack of understanding about what actually happens 
in industrial districts. Understanding about industrial districts has mainly been 
gained so far through snapshot visits in the field, and moreover, it has been 
created through the eyes of owner-managers. To develop further understanding 
about industrial districts there is a need to move beyond the assumed image 
about industrial districts as supreme good communities. Researchers express the 
need for comparative studies (cf. Karlsson et al. 1992), but to be able to do 
comparative studies, there is a need to get to know industrial districts in depth 
first and explore their strengths and weaknesses. This is a must, otherwise the 
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comparisons become superficial and without a relevant focus. My view is that 
we should focus on the activities taking place in the district, the meanings 
people who live and work in the district ascribe to it, and the common points of 
reference that can be identified in the district.  

It can be concluded that the understanding that is lacking regarding 
industrial districts is similar to the shortcoming that is emphasized in chapter 
one about the Spirit of Gnosjö, such as the need for multivocality in research 
and an understanding beyond the firm as an arena. It is surprising to conclude 
that most studies about industrial districts have overlooked personal networks 
and focused on business concerns, but it is maybe even more surprising to 
conclude that the cultural perspective has been overlooked. I argue that 
industrial districts are dynamic and prone to changes and development. 
Therefore, the existing images of industrial districts have to be supported by 
new ones. To understand the complexity of industrial districts, there is a need 
to listen to multi-voices, to microstories, and to give voice also to those who 
have been silent. There is a need to not only focus on those characteristics that 
are collectively shared by the inhabitants, but to focus on which meanings “the 
community of people” (Becattini, 1990:39) ascribe to the industrial district. 
There is a need to take ambiguity and inconsistency into consideration too. To 
create understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö, beyond the grand narrative, 
this study also looks beyond established institutions and stories that make up 
the grand narrative. It applies a process oriented cultural perspective on the 
Spirit of Gnosjö, where arenas outside the firm and other groups besides owner-
managers are included too. 

I consider the industrial district to be an empirical phenomenon rather than 
a theoretical field of research. I am taking into account that researchers need to 
apply theoretical perspectives for understanding industrial districts (Alberti, 
2002) I am focusing the Spirit of Gnosjö from a cultural perspective. This book 
can be read as a contribution to the field of industrial districts as this study 
focuses on personal networks within and beyond the business firm as the arena, 
and it views the industrial district of Gnosjö as cultures2. Before introducing my 
cultural perspective, I wish to say a few words about a recent study of Gnosjö, 
which I believe has contributed a lot to the understanding of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö.  

A Gender Perspective on the Discourse on Gnosjö 
One of the latter studies about Gnosjö analyzes the discourse on Gnosjö from a 
gender perspective (Pettersson, 2002). The empirical material of the study was 
images of and stories about Gnosjö that had been published in about 300 
newspaper articles and in about 50 scientific and popular books. Pettersson 
(2002) writes that through a discourse analysis it is possible to understand 

                                                 
2 Why I write cultures and not culture is further discussed later in this chapter. 
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which actors are not included in the discourse and which activities are 
overlooked. She concludes that according to the discourse, men are put in a 
superior position while women are subordinated. Even if women, according to 
the statistics about Gnosjö, represent 33 percent of the owner-managers in 
Gnosjö, they are invisible in the discourse. When women are referred to in the 
discourse it is not in terms of owner-managers, instead they are referred to as 
wives of owner-managers, as assistants, as supporters, or as responsible for the 
home and the family. Although firms in Gnosjö are talked about as family 
businesses, the owner-manager is always a sole man. Relationships and processes 
within companies are left out in the discourse on Gnosjö, according to 
Pettersson (2002). Generally speaking, the actors in Gnosjö are seldom 
explicitly discussed in the discourse on Gnosjö. They are talked about and 
referred to as relatives or networks, but not as individual actors or their action.  

Pettersson (2002) concludes that it would be interesting to understand how 
the discourse is used in Gnosjö, how it is reconstructed, or changed, by the 
people in the community. To create this understanding is the ambition of my 
study. While Pettersson’s (2002) study, through her empirical approach, 
implicitly has a focus on owner-managers and their spouses, as it is the voices of 
owner-managers that have been heard when the discourse on Gnosjö has been 
created (please see chapter one and above) this study includes other groups of 
people too, such as employees and immigrants. 

Setting the Stage for Discussing Culture 
As stressed above, this study applies a cultural perspective, with a focus on 
norms and values in Gnosjö. Different studies approach culture in different 
ways and the concept of culture has been extensively explored by a number of 
researchers. My attempt here is not to provide a full overview of cultural studies 
or of the concept of organizational culture, since this has already been 
accomplished by other authors.3 The basic assumption in this study is that a 
community of people is a culture, or rather cultures, thereby culture is defined 
as a root-metaphor (Smircich, 1983). Taking this standpoint implies that this 
study dissociates from viewing culture as a variable that is measurable and 
manageable, i.e. can be manipulated (cf. Peters and Waterman, 1982 and 
Schein, 1985). Making this demarcation implies that when I discuss the field of 
organizational culture, I have those authors in mind who view organizations as 
cultures and who focus on meanings.  

Most of these authors emphasize the difficulty of considering an 
organization to have one integrated culture shared by all organizational 

                                                 
3 For a discussion about organizational culture please see: Pettigrew, 1979; Gregory, 1983; 
Smircich, 1983; Smircich, 1985; Frost et al., 1985; Louis, 1985; Van Maanen & Barley, 1985; 
Morgan, 1986; Meyerson & Martin, 1987; Martin & Frost, 1997; Alvesson, 2002; Martin, 
2002. 
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members (cf. Meyerson and Martin, 1987, Alvesson, 2002 and Martin, 2002). 
Instead, different cultures, conflicts, ambiguities, and inconsistencies are 
stressed as making up and constituting organizational culture (cf. Barinaga, 
2002, Feldman, 1991, Meyerson, 1991, Risberg, 1999, Van Maanen, 1991, 
Young, 1989). Inclined to believe that these thoughts can contribute to create 
further understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö, organizational culture is the 
theoretical point of departure of this study.  

This theoretical point of departure could of course be questioned, since 
Gnosjö is a community and not an organization. However, Gnosjö is 
understood as consisting of a number of organizational units, for example firms, 
churches, and different types of associations, and thereby the community is seen 
as an organization, consisting of units. The focus is not to understand 
individual organizations in Gnosjö, it is to understand how different people 
ascribe meaning to the Spirit of Gnosjö, a perspective the field of organizational 
culture offers.  

A relevant question to address is: Why organizational culture and not 
institutional theory, for example? The answer is that the focus is on the grand 
narrative and beyond. Using theories from the field of institutional theory 
might had made me focus on the grand narrative as such and on pre-defined 
institutions in Gnosjö, since institutions are the result of historical actions 
(Czarniawska-Joerges, 1992). Instead, I want to focus on the multiplicity of 
meanings that are ascribed to the Spirit of Gnosjö and not only on the 
meanings that are shared by the members in the community. Taking the 
knowledge we have so far about Gnosjö and the Spirit of Gnosjö into 
consideration, I argue that it is a necessity to apply a focus that also goes beyond 
the grand narrative and, furthermore, a focus that goes beyond pre-defined 
organizations and institutions. With this in mind I believe that culture is the 
most appropriate theoretical frame to use, and in my case this means 
organizational culture.  

In this study culture is understood as “a process of reality construction” 
(Morgan, 1986:128). These processes are in many ways unconscious and 
Morgan (1986) stresses that we are only dimly aware of what we do. Hannerz 
(1992a:15) states: “People shape social structures and meanings in their 
contacts with one another, it is proposes; and societies and cultures emerge and 
cohere as results of the accumulation and aggregation of these activities.” 
Cultures are never-ending, evolving phenomena and people contribute to the 
construction of cultures at the same time as they are constructed by the culture 
they are part of. Hannerz stresses (1983:20): “We create ourselves, and we are 
created by others, through the ideas the society brings to us to bear, as the 
human raw material we are.” People are culturally defined in and by the lives 
they live. 

Culture in this study is understood as a network of meanings, i.e. knowledge 
and ideas, that are created in and through social interaction. These are formed 
into emotive value manifestations, which give utterance to norms and values. 
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This is to say that a socio-cognitive oriented perspective on cultures is applied. 
Focus is not on symbols and artefacts but on the processes of meaning 
construction. Knowledge is discussed in accordance with the Berger and 
Luckmann (1966:37) concept of common-sense knowledge, which they define 
as the knowledge “I share with others in the normal, self-evident routines of 
everyday life.” I have chosen to use the term everyday knowledge instead of 
common-sense knowledge in this study since I want to emphasize the aspect of 
everyday. The two concepts norms and values are discussed further later in this 
chapter, together with the other theoretical concepts that are used.  

One example in which culture is viewed as cultural formation processes is 
the study by Müllern (1994). He argues that cultural formation processes 
consist of the relationships individuals organizes themselves in. By organizing 
relationships, ambiguousness is reduced and meanings constructed. The bases 
for a formation process are informal social relationships. This means that 
cultures are not necessarily best understood within one organization, as 
informal social relationships go beyond formal structures. Focusing on cultural 
formation processes implies that culture, as a concept, reaches across and 
beyond defined boundaries, e.g. formal and legal ones. Furthermore, culture is a 
relational phenomenon constructed by people. This reasoning is in accordance 
with the root-metaphor. Thus, cultures are to be interpreted in all contexts 
where people interact.  

Understanding Culture from a Fragmentation 
Perspective 
This study focuses on the cultural interplay, when knowledge and ideas, 
through social interaction, are formed into emotive value manifestations, which 
give utterance to norms and values. A way to understand this cultural interplay 
is to create an understanding of how different people ascribe meanings to issues 
and episodes. As meanings are subjectively ascribed through interaction 
processes, different situations and different experiences construct different 
cultures.  

Five Aspects that are Missing in Research and Knowledge 
Viewing cultures as fragmentations indicates that ambiguity exists and can be 
identified, i.e.: “Consensus, dissensus, and confusion coexist,” as Meyerson and 
Martin (1987:637) write. To clarify how this study contributes to the field of 
organizational culture, and cultural studies in general, and how this study has 
been organized, five aspects that are missing, in research and knowledge, in the 
field are identified and discussed in relation to the fragmentation perspective of 
cultures. These aspects, or “gaps”, reflect the state of the field of organizational 
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culture of today. Thereafter the three analytical concepts degree of sharedness, 
inconsistency and boundlessness are discussed. 

A Focus on the Jointly Shared   
Most definitions of culture are based on the assumption that members of a 
particular culture share the same norms and values. Meyerson (1991:131) 
argues: “Traditionally, the study of culture has been the study of how a 
community of people solves its shared everyday problems” and the boundaries 
of the culture depend on whom the members of it perceive to be part of it. This 
indicates that a clear comprehension of the shared meanings is assumed, as if all 
people shared the same daily life and had the same understanding of the 
culture. Moreover, shared meanings have been equated with harmony and 
consensus, which not necessarily is the case. By overemphasizing consensus and 
harmony instead of disagreement and disharmony, the understanding of 
cultures has been narrow-minded, compared to how complex the phenomenon 
of culture is (Alvesson, 2002). One must not forget that everyday problems that 
are not shared are also part of constructing a culture. Understanding culture is 
about understanding what a community of people shares, but it also includes 
understanding what they do not share. Supposing that everybody in a 
community does not share the same meanings implies that there are different 
degrees of sharedness regarding certain issues. People relate to different points 
of references, which become a basis for actions as well as conflicts (Smircich, 
1983). 

Martin (2002:61) writes: “Culture is less often defined as an incompletely 
shared system, allowing for a wide variation across interpretations.” Even if this 
approach has been applied it is not that common within the field of 
organizational culture and further understanding is needed (cf. Risberg, 1999). 
Furthermore, there are unconscious processes as well as conscious ones that are 
part of constructing cultures and these should not be overlooked. By 
unconscious processes, I mean those processes that the members of a 
community take for granted, i.e. processes they do not talk about, but just 
behave according to.   

Simplistic Descriptions 
Another weakness of the field of cultural studies is that there has been a 
tendency to put up “the good against the bad”, which has lead to simplistic 
descriptions in which differences have been over-emphasized (Alvesson, 
2002:188). By favoring simplistic descriptions and differences and not 
similarities, cultures are not understood as the complex, dynamic and changing 
phenomenon they are. A consequence is that researchers have been selective 
about what they have paid attention to (Alvesson, 2002). The fragmentation 
perspective stresses that issues and episodes might have multiple meanings. 
Meyerson’s argues (1991:144): “We can learn a lot about the cultures we are 
studying if we look beyond single meanings and clear responses at the surface to 
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multiple meanings and confusions, sometimes at the surface, sometimes 
beneath it.” Cultures are not static and stable, but changeable and dynamic, 
perceived and enacted by the people constructing them (Meyerson and Martin, 
1987). Cultures co-exist and overlap, sometimes in harmony, sometimes in 
conflict.  

The grand narrative of the Spirit of Gnosjö is very much in line with the 
integration perspective. However, to grasp an understanding of how different 
meanings, and not only the meaning, or meanings construct the Spirit of 
Gnosjö, I agree with Feldman (1991:154) who stresses: “culture does not 
necessarily imply a uniformity of values. Indeed quite different values may be 
displayed by people of the same culture.” As an alternative focus, she expresses 
the need to look for “the existence of a common frame of reference or a shared 
recognition of relevant issues” (Feldman, 1991:154). Her reasoning corresponds 
with the fragmentation perspective, which stresses that contradictory beliefs and 
multiple identities are to be interpreted within cultures as well (Meyerson, 
1991:131), which implies that the researcher allows for inconsistencies and 
ambiguity. Frost el al. (1991) argue that ambiguity arises from complex and 
unsolved problems, from the multiplicity of vantage points and belief systems, 
from complex and imperfect systems, from loosely coupled technologies, and 
from emergent and unclear expectations.  

Applying a fragmentation perspective to Gnosjö and its Spirit implies that I 
take inconsistencies and ambiguities into account and accept that people might 
react differently to them. Beech et al. (2001:30) stress: “we argue for approaches 
to management that are based on ‘coping’ with diversity, and on 
‘improvisation’ around complexity and ambiguity, rather than on reduction and 
convergence in search of unattainable unity of meaning and purpose.” By 
focusing on the multiplicity of voices that ascribe meaning to the Spirit of 
Gnosjö, this study gives room for the complexity of the Spirit and for 
inconsistencies and ambiguities, which hopefully opens up for new 
interpretations and understanding of the Spirit of Gnosjö.  

Cultural Boundaries as Fixed and Stable 
Cultural boundaries have been a topic of inquiry for a long time in cultural 
studies. Cultures have been simplified to become unique entities with clear 
boundaries, often equated with formal or legal ones. The focus has been on 
separating insiders from outsiders and a commonly asked question is: Who is 
included or excluded in the culture? Since cultural formation processes go 
beyond formal organizations this scenario is however utopian.  

It is relevant to question whether it is possible to study the boundaries of 
cultures. Meyerson (1991:131) writes: “In some cultures, members do not agree 
on clear boundaries, cannot identify shared solutions, and do not reconcile 
contradictory beliefs and multiple identities.” Martin (2002) discusses cultural 
boundaries and stresses the importance of asking what is included and excluded 
in a culture instead of who is included and excluded. The main reason for 



Jönköping International Business School 

 36

stressing the importance of the what-question is the tendency to equate the 
boundaries of the organization with the boundaries of the culture in the cultural 
field. People associated with a certain context have immediately been assumed 
to belong to the same culture. One explanation why context has been equated 
with culture might be the possibility of interpersonal contacts location 
promotes (Martin, 2002). Drawing boundaries of cultures are impossible, as 
“culture is primarily a thing of relationships rather than of territory” (Hannerz, 
1992a:232). Since social networks interrelate and overlap, information and 
knowledge are spread throughout the interrelating and overlapping networks. 
Focusing on arenas beyond individual firms and other organizations help to 
create understanding about different meanings of the Spirit of Gnosjö, thus 
meanings are not constructed in isolation, within pre-constructed boundaries. 
Our lives, therefore, can be viewed as webs-of-interaction where boundaries are 
hard to draw. A basic assumption in this study is that it is impossible to draw 
boundaries of social activities and of cultures.  

Gregory (1983:365) questions, “the robustness of any group as a culture” 
[italics by Gregory] and writes that: “People participate in many groups and 
acquire culture in all experiences (e.g., as family members, residents, citizens, 
employees). As affiliations change over time, culture from past experiences is 
carried into new ones. Thus, people as culture bearers, link groups 
simultaneously through joint membership and sequentially over their careers.”  

Cultures are relational and thereby boundless. Hannerz (2002) views 
cultures as flowing and stresses the hybridity of humans and cultures. Cultures 
are not “’bounded’, ‘pure’, ‘homogenous’ and ‘timeless’” but flowing, 
ambiguous, polygamous and heterogeneous, according to Hannerz (2002:14).  

The boundaries of cultures are constructed in the eye of the beholder and 
they change over time. They are dynamic and flexible. Garsten (1994:217) 
writes that it is important: “Not to look for frozen social forms, but to think 
about the indeterminate and turbulent not as a movement towards a set target 
we envision, but as the state of organizing in itself.” Cultures are not stable and 
not fixed, but constantly constructed by human beings and are therefore 
boundless. Meyerson and Martin’s (1987) illustrate the fragmentation 
perspective with the metaphors web and jungle. They view individuals as 
“nodes in the web, temporarily connected by shared concerns to some but not 
all the surrounding nodes” (Meyerson and Martin, 1987:638). The web is not 
stable instead it is a dynamic and “blurred image” (Meyerson and Martin, 
1987:638). Regarding different issues, a certain “pattern of connections become 
relevant” while a “different issue would draw attention to a different pattern of 
connections” (Meyerson and Martin, 1987:638). This implies that it is hard, if 
not impossible, to draw boundaries around and between cultures. 

A Focus on Managerial and Professional Activities 
The focus in organizational culture studies, so far, has tended to be on 
managerial activities and not on the “full range of organizational employees”, 
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which is a weakness (Martin, 2002:17). Moreover, the focus has been on the 
professional activities taking place within specific organizational boundaries. A 
majority of previous studies have applied an outside-in perspective, focusing on 
managerial sources and the voices of managers. Managers’ stories provide some 
explanations about organizations, but fall short of giving and understanding of 
the daily life of those not holding similar positions.  This means that researchers 
have been “single-voiced” and not “multi-voiced” (Risberg, 1999). This is not 
an exception for studies about Gnosjö, where owner-managers have come to 
represent all members of the community. This study goes beyond managerial 
and professional activities within the firms and tries to include a broad range of 
actors and a wide range of activities taking place within as well as outside the 
firm. To create this understanding, I spent time in different organizational 
contexts, and I listened to the voices of people who had been silent. This study 
gives voice to a variety of different people, in which owner-managers are only 
one of several groups of people. There is a need in research to listen to 
“microstories” and not only to “grand narratives” if researchers want to deepen 
understanding of certain phenomena. Another reason to focus on other 
activities is that it is not only managerial and professional activities that 
construct cultures. Cultures are constructed beyond and across organizational 
boundaries.  

Weak Definitions of Core Concepts 
When reading organizational culture research, norms and values are often 
stressed as being important in order to get to know a culture. However, few 
authors define the concept of norms and values, which means that it is hard to 
understand culture as being a grouping of norms and values. 

To develop the field of organizational culture further, there is a need to learn 
from previous research and avoid the drawbacks of prior studies. Alvesson 
(2002:194) emphasizes that the time has come to: “call into question taken-for-
granted understandings and challenge parochialism”, which “on the whole 
remained underdeveloped.” By looking beyond taken-for-granted assumptions 
it is possible to learn more about cultures. One way to do this is to define the 
concept in use in a study. 

Degree of Sharedness, Inconsistency, and Boundlessness 
The first “gap” emphasizes that organizational culture studies have tended to 
focus on that which is shared. To avoid falling into this trap, I apply the 
concept of degree of sharedness, and my point is that different people ascribe 
different meanings to the issues discussed and few issues are entirely shared by 
everybody. Yet it must be remembered that even those people who do not share 
a certain opinion are also part of constructing cultures. The second aspect is 
that the field of organizational culture has tended to use simplistic descriptions 
when studying culture. To avoid this, I work with the concept of inconsistency 
to illustrate that people might hold on to values and opinions that are 
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inconsistent. According to this perspective inconsistency not only exists 
between different groups of people, but single persons might act in inconsistent 
manners too. Moreover, people may say one thing but act in another way.  

The third aspect emphasizes that cultural boundaries tend to be considered 
as fixed and stable. To avoid this, the concept of boundlessness is applied. I 
illustrate the impossibility of drawing the boundaries of cultures. The fourth 
aspect is that researchers tend to focus on managerial and professional activities, 
I argue that not only owner-mangers are part of constructing the Spirit of 
Gnosjö, but there are other groups of people too. This study gives voice to 
different people and the reader is introduced to a number of arenas, which 
mirror the Spirit from a variety of perspectives. Finally, the fifth aspect 
emphasizes that the field of organizational culture often has weak definitions of 
core concepts. To avoid this, I have defined the concepts in use in this study. 
Below the three concepts, degree of sharedness, inconsistency, and 
boundlessness, are defined. They are used as my analytical concepts in my 
interpretation of the Spirit of Gnosjö. The three concepts are used for analysing 
the empirical stories that are presented in chapter five, six, seven, and eight. 
Norms and values, issues, and arenas are other concepts that are used, and they 
are defined later in this chapter.  

The concept of degree of sharedness illustrates that not everybody in the 
community jointly shares all values and opinions, instead different groups of 
people hold on to different values and opinions. To be able to discuss the 
degree of sharedness, it is necessary to look at how different people relate to the 
different issues emphasized. The members do not value the issues in the same 
way. They relate to them and they either value them positively or negatively. 
This dynamic interplay is interesting for understanding cultures. It has been 
common to equate culture with what is jointly shared by a certain group of 
people, but cultures go beyond the jointly shared and those issues that are not 
jointly shared are also part of constructing cultures. To illustrate this aspect of 
cultures, the concept of degree of sharedness is used. When I have analyzed the 
empirical stories, with regard to the degree of sharedness, I have studied how 
different people relate to the different issues that are discussed in the chapter. 
When relating to issues, people either confirm norms and values or they reject 
them. Through the different issues, it is possible to understand which norms 
and values prevail in Gnosjö.  

By using the concept of inconsistency, I aim to emphasize that the same 
person can hold on to different standpoints depending on which context he or 
she is part of. In short, a person may talk in one way but behave in an 
inconsistent way. By using the concept of inconsistency, I want to illustrate that 
the concept of culture is an ambiguous and multifaceted phenomenon full of 
nuances. It is likely that a person expresses different opinions depending on 
which context he or she participates in. By working with the concept of 
inconsistency, I try to avoid simplifying culture as a phenomenon, as this is 
what the field of organizational culture is often critized for. When I have 
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analyzed the empirical stories with regard to inconsistency, I have studied the 
inconsistency and the ambiguity that are expressed through the stories.  

Finally, the concept of boundlessness illustrates the impossibility of drawing 
the boundaries of cultures, which has been a common assumption in previous 
studies. Considering cultures as a boundless phenomenon implies that there is a 
need to focus on processes that go across and beyond organizational unities. 
Culture is a relational phenomenon and social relations go across and beyond 
unities that are identified beforehand, e.g. the firm and the church. People meet 
and interact in different social contexts, in different arenas. Chapter five, six, 
seven and eight illustrate how cultures are constructed beyond pre-defined 
organizations.  

How to Understand Culture 
As stressed above, culture in this study is understood as a network of meanings, 
i.e. knowledge and ideas, that are created in and through social interaction. 
These are formed into emotive value manifestations, which give utterance to 
norms and values. To understand this cultural interplay the concepts of arenas, 
issues, and norms and values are applied.  

To understand norms and values in Gnosjö, this study focuses on the 
meanings people ascribe to different issues and episodes through stories. By 
focusing on the issues that stand out and how different people ascribe meaning 
to these, further understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö is created. Through 
meanings, cultures are constructed around and about different issues. Different 
people tell different stories about the same issue. By focusing on different issues, 
from different angles, it is possible to stress what people in the community 
share, but also what they do not share. Disagreements and inconsistencies that 
are part of constructing the Spirit of Gnosjö become clear. By relating to norms 
and values people learn to know how to behave and what to expect, keeping in 
mind that it is not only the norms and values that are jointly shared that are 
interesting to focus on.  

By learning and becoming familiar with stories of different cultures, one 
learns about the manifestations of the cultures, which are carriers of cultures. It 
can be concluded that humans learn how to behave through social interaction. 
Nonetheless, there are no fixed social forms for the interaction and depending 
on the people present the outcome might differ. By focusing on stories, cultural 
manifestations can be interpreted. Through the stories the researcher can learn 
about the norms and values of a culture.   

Norms and Values  
The two concepts of norms and values play an important role in this study. 
Both norms and values get shared through social interaction. This implies that 
not necessarily all, but the great majority, of those who belong to a group share 
the same norms and values. People orient themselves toward norms and values 
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and confer them through different issues. Culture entails the dynamic, ongoing 
processes in which norms and values are conferred. It is difficult to draw clear-
cut boundaries between norms and values since they are interrelated. I am not 
making any attempt to separate between norms and values in this study, as I 
prefer to view them as two concepts that are closely interlinked and dependent 
on each other.  

When defining values in this study I rely on Giddens (1993:747) definition, 
which says that values are: “Ideas held by human individuals or groups about 
what is desirable, proper, good or bad. Differing values represent key aspects of 
variations in human culture. What individuals value is strongly influenced by 
the specific culture in which they happen to live.” This implies that different 
people hold on to different values, depending on their backgrounds.  

In organizational culture studies, it is common to separate between espoused 
and inferred values. Martin (2002) discusses espoused values and stresses that 
companies often articulate a number of values, which they ascribe to the 
organization. She also argues that these values are often chosen “to make an 
impression on an audience” (Martin, 2002:88). The values are spread 
throughout the organization through annual reports, marketing material, 
internal documents, etc. In addition, she explains that these values are often 
abstract and that they represent the rationalized talk of an organization. They 
stand for the formal practices of the organization, although they may not 
necessarily say anything about informal practices. Unfortunately, these are the 
values many researchers decide to focus on, which Martin (2002) questions. 
However, the values say very little about the behavior of people. Values are 
attitudinal and attitudes do not necessarily have anything to do with oral 
manifestations written down for internal as well as external marketing purposes. 
So, supported by Brunsson (1989), Martin (2002) argues that there are often 
contradictions and inconsistencies between how people in an organization talk 
and act. This is what Brunsson (1989) discusses as organizational hypocrisy. 
Martin (2002) asks for studies that not only focus on the values that are 
articulated by organizations.   

Generally speaking, norms guide behaviour and while some norms are 
contextually bounded others are of more general character. Regarding norms, 
Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000), write: “Most rules are social norms that we 
rarely find in written form but that we have learnt to accept as natural in the 
society to which we belong” (Brunsson and Jacobsson, 2000:12). If a person 
does not follow the norms of a given culture, conflicts arise, but as long as 
people relate to them in the same way and let the norms guide their behaviour, 
there are no problems. Even if the obvious source of norms can seldom be 
identified they are “appearing to be part of us” (Brunsson and Jacobsson, 
2000:12). Most people know what happens if they do not follow the norms, so 
even if they are voluntary most people do follow them. Brunsson and Jacobsson 
(2000:12) write: “we appear to be following them [the norms] because we want 
to, and not because we are exposed to any outsider pressure to do so.” This 
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could of course be questioned, as the outsider pressure, which is of a social 
character and many times informal, is not necessarily easy to handle.  

A Focus on Issues 
In this study culture is understood in relation to certain issues, e.g. higher 
education, gender, immigration, alcohol taboos, and networking. Defining an 
issue as a matter that might be in dispute between two or more parties, 
consensus, dissensus and, or, confusion may eventually coexist. The main idea 
is that there is not necessarily an obvious agreement regarding the issue. 
Cultures are constructed with regard to certain issues, which bring people 
together (Martin, 2002). This implies that cultures are dynamic and 
multifaceted and in the light of an issue different cultures can be interpreted. 
The specific issue in focus brings together different constellations of people. 
Culture is thereby constructed by a group of people who interact regarding a 
certain issue. This reasoning goes well with the fragmentation perspective, 
which emphasizes that multiplicities of views co-exist and that the boundaries 
of cultures are uncertain, fluctuation, blurred, nested, and overlapping. A way 
to study cultures is therefore to focus on different issues, which are articulated 
as important by the members who are part of constructing them. The social 
world is made up of social overlap and interrelationships. Feldman (1991) 
argues that defining cultures as embodied, e.g. a person who holds a certain 
position in an organization is ascribed to a certain culture, has led us away from 
focusing on certain issues. 

In this study, cultures are therefore understood as issue-driven phenomena. 
Martin (2002:331) holds that: “Culture is enacted in behaviour, moment by 
moment.” This implies that the question of belongingness is settled in the 
moment. During the specific moment, people present make a standpoint and 
relate to something, and they articulate ideas and emotions. The participants 
determine the question of what belongs and what does not belong. “Culture lies 
in the eye of the beholder”, a phrase also used by Martin (2002:331). Cultures 
socially construct boundaries when people relate to certain issues, expressing 
ideas and emotions, but the boundaries are blurred and in a constant state of 
flux.  

Arenas – a Focus to Reach Beyond Individual Organizations 
Since people move across and beyond organizational boundaries it is hard to 
only focus on the individual, a certain organization, or organizational unit. A 
focus on the individual easily leads to considering cultures as embodied, while a 
focus on an organization, or organizational unit, easily leads to drawing strict 
boundaries around the people involved and thereby sets boundaries for the 
culture. This implies that certain dimensions of cultures are overlooked.  

While individuals construct cultures, they are simultaneously influenced by 
the social setting that they are part of, which construct them as individuals. 
Wåhlin (2002) concludes that there is a need to see how individuals and 
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cultures influence each other, instead of dichotomising them as ‘the individual 
and the culture’. In this study, I argue that interaction processes take place in 
different social arenas. These arenas are constructed through the interactions 
that take place between the individuals who are present, while the arenas 
simultaneously construct the individuals.  

Different types of activities, formal as well as informal, become arenas where 
people come together and meet, and where dialoguing takes place (Melin, 
1987, 1989). The focus of social interactions is interesting since social 
interactions construct the everyday life of a community. Focusing on this 
interplay between different people, contributes to our understanding about the 
Spirit. Arenas are the physical or mental platforms for social interaction and are 
constructed by the participants. These become the result of social interaction, 
which also helps to construct the Spirit of Gnosjö. Furthermore, I argue that 
arenas are constructed around and about certain issues. 

Shibutani (1955:564) argues that: “culture is a product of communication”. 
So is the arena, according to the reasoning presented above. When people are 
interacting and communicating in different social contexts, they are either 
supporting each other or contradicting each other. Some of the people 
participating in the dialoguing consider the others who are present as a 
reference group, i.e. a “group in which one desires to participate” (Shibutani, 
1955:563). Others are outsiders who occasionally visit the group or the arena.  

The word arena is defined here as a sphere of interest or activity, such as the 
local trade association, the local Rotary association, and the political or the 
religious movements in the community. Arenas can be defined as platforms for 
communication and dialoguing (Melin, 1987, 1989). The study focuses on 
activities and processes and on social networking taking place in different 
arenas. People come together and make sense of the surrounding world. People 
who share the same interest and are engaged in the same type of activities, 
issues, and questions construct the arenas. The concept of arena can be 
compared with Unruh’s (1980:284) concept of communication centers, which 
are “vital to coordinate activities, production, and interrelationships among 
those involved.” They are the physical or mental platforms for social interaction 
and are constructed by the participants.  

Earlier researchers have depicted the concept of organization as an arena 
where multiplicities of reality constructions take form through informal 
relations (Müllern, 1994). This study looks beyond formal organizations and 
focuses instead on processes of informal character. This is a focus that is 
overlooked in organizational theory, where researchers mainly have considered 
specific firms as the unit of analysis and either as one firm alone or a 
constellation of firms bound together in, for example, a supply chain. This 
means that cultural formation processes are defined to take place within a 
bounded area and the researcher does not look beyond those boundaries. In this 
research, the concept of arenas is used to grasp the processes of cultural 
formation beyond individual organizations. The focus is not on individual 
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organizations, nor on firms that are bound together for a certain purpose. 
Instead, the focus is on arenas where meanings are constructed through social 
interaction and social relations free of strictly drawn boundaries. The 
boundaries of an arena are floating and dynamic, thus it is not necessarily the 
same people who participate.  

The strength of this study, in relation to other studies about Gnosjö, is that 
it includes arenas that are not strictly business related and it includes arenas that 
not only owner-mangers participate in. The reason to include these arenas is 
that allow the opportunity to understand cultural formation processes beyond 
individual firms and beyond the group of owner-managers. People in Gnosjö 
are part of different social contexts and are thereby part of different networking 
activities. People meet at different arenas in the community where they discuss 
different issues, and this means that the networks interrelate and overlap. 
People engaged in activities arranged by the local trade association, for example, 
might meet at different other places too. They know that the activities arranged 
by the local trade association offer them the opportunity to meet and talk with 
other owner-managers in the region. The association brings a certain group of 
people together. The church provides another example of this and it illustrates 
different issues and attracts others individuals than owner-managers.  

Concluding Remarks 
To create understanding about different meanings of the Spirit of Gnosjö and 
thereby how the Spirit is constructed a cultural approach is applied, I assume 
that the Spirit of Gnosjö is cultures, built up over time, amid dynamic, 
changeable, interacting and socially constructed realities (Meyerson and Martin, 
1987). To understand the spirit of Gnosjö within this context implies that 
cultures are identified and interpreted beyond individual organizations and 
firms. It is impossible to draw clear boundaries of a culture and therefore the 
Spirit of Gnosjö is viewed as cultures.  

To fulfil the purpose of this study, I have made a number of choices. These 
choices position this study theoretically. First of all, and as stressed earlier on in 
this chapter, culture is considered a root-metaphor (Smircich, 1983) and not a 
variable. This implies that culture is “a lens for examining organizational life” 
(Martin, 2002:4). I will look beyond the searching for one unified culture, 
shared by all members of the community. Furthermore, I will look beyond 
organizational boundaries, formal as well as legal. The reason for doing this is 
that individuals participate in and construct cultural formation processes and 
since individuals move between different organizational contexts these processes 
go beyond organizational boundaries. In addition, cultures are not static and 
stable, regardless of whether or not we define the boundaries. The intention is 
to gain in-depth understanding of how people interpret meanings “sometimes 
in harmony, sometimes in bitter conflicts between groups, and sometimes in 
webs of ambiguity, paradox, and contradiction” (Martin, 2002:58).  
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Depending on context, cultures might differ, though they interrelate, overlap 
and interact in a dynamic way. The study focuses on different issues that bring 
people together. This implies that the main focus is not on who can be included 
or excluded from a certain culture. Understanding the ongoing interplay and 
interrelationships between different cultures needs further inquiry to fathom the 
complexity of the phenomenon, how relationships are constructed, and how 
meanings are ascribed to them.  

Culture is understood as cultural formation processes, in which people 
through social interaction ascribe meaning to everyday life. By means of norms 
and values people know how to behave and what to expect. To create 
understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö as cultures, the study focuses on 
stories that are told about different issues. Through storytelling, oral and 
written, different norms and values constructing the Spirit of Gnosjö can be 
understood.   

Finally, this chapter has introduced the three analytical concepts, which 
originate from the five aspects that have been identified within the field of 
organizational culture: degree of sharedness, inconsistency, and boundlessness. 
These three analytical concepts are used for creating understanding about the 
Spirit of Gnosjö from a process oriented cultural perspective. 
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Chapter 3  
Ethnography 

– Understanding Cultures 

The Research Strategy  
With regard to the purpose and the theoretical perspective of this study, 
ethnography is considered an appropriate research method. Ethnography is 
about understanding cultures, and the ethnographic method is about creating 
the understanding. The role of the ethnographer is to live in and learn about 
the culture from the perspectives of the natives. To be part of the culture makes 
it possible to create understanding about the different meanings which 
construct the culture. This type of understanding might not be grasped through 
snapshot visits in the field or through interviews. Instead this is achieved by 
living, learning, and writing about “the routine, daily lives of people” 
(Fetterman, 1998b:473), and by studying the natives, i.e. the people who live 
and work in Gnosjö.  

When creating understanding about different meanings of cultures, it is of 
great importance that trust is established between the researcher and the native 
people, and it takes time to establish trust. When trust is established the 
interaction and dialogue between the ethnographer and the natives take on 
more sensitive and deeper aspects. In this manner, different meanings can be 
emphasized and the ethnographer goes from being an outsider to becoming, 
almost, an insider. An emic understanding (Fetterman, 1998a) about the 
cultures is thereby created, and different meanings of the cultures are 
emphasized.  

My ethnographic process can be understood in terms of the time in Gnosjö, 
processing stories from Gnosjö, and writing the ethnographic text. For everyone 
who has done fieldwork, it is obvious that these stages overlap and interrelate 
and it is almost impossible to separate them. However, I have made an attempt 
to structure this chapter in accordance with these three stages.  

The Time in Gnosjö  
My time in Gnosjö lasted from March 1999 to April 2000. This time is divided 
into the three phase: the initial phase, the second phase, and the third phase. To 
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make it as clear as possible, table 3.1 presents the time period of the different 
phases, the focus during each period, and where I spent this time.  

Table 3.1 A Summary of the Three Phases in Gnosjö  

Phases Time Period Focus during the period Where I spent  
the time 

The Initial 
Phase 

Week 10 to 
week 25, year 
1, 16 weeks 

Got acquainted with the field, 
socialized, interviewed owner-
managers1 and others, focused on the 
history of the region, learned how the 
local theater association depicted the 
Spirit  
 

IUC, visited the local 
historical museums, 
visited owner-managers 
for interviews at their 
companies, the local 
theater association 

Time for Reflection - Week 26 to week 31, year 1, 6 weeks, during this time I worked with the 
material from the field. 
The 
Second 
Phase 

Week 32 to 
week 43, year 
1, 12 weeks 

Visited firms for longer periods, 
observed and interviewed owner-
managers and employees, visited 
meeting places outside the firm 
 

Firms in Gnosjö and in 
Hillerstorp, Rotary, the 
local trade association  

Time for Reflection - Week 44 to week 46 inclusive, year 1, 3 weeks, during this time I worked with 
the material from the field. 
Conference Week 47, year 

1, 1 week 
Participated in a conference where I 
interacted with owner-managers from 
the Gnosjö region. 
 

Hotel in San Diego 
where the conference 
was arranged  

Time for Reflection - Week 48 to week 4, year 1 and 2, 9 weeks, during this time I worked with the 
material from the field. 
The Third 
Phase 

Week 5 to 
week 15, year 
2, 11 weeks 

Participated in activities arranged by 
organizations that were not involved in 
direct business related activities, I got 
to know people and I participated in 
activities arranged.  

The local churches, the 
local authorities 

                                                 
1 According to Hjort and Johannisson (1998) it is hard to identify entrepreneurship in individual 
firms in Gnojsjö; rather, entrepreneurship in Gnosjö is about enterprising in more general terms, 
including the community. They write that entrepreneurship is the outcome of the networking 
activities, which reinforce traditions at the same time as they create renewal.  Therefore, I use the 
word owner-managers instead of the word entrepreneurs when I describe and discuss the local 
managers who have founded or acquired a local firm, which they own and run. An entrepreneur, 
relying on Schumpeter’s (1934/1983) definition, is a person who, at least, does one of the 
following five things: (1) introduces new goods on the market, (2) introduces new methods of 
production, (3) opens up a new market, (4) conquers a new source of supply of raw material or 
half-manufactured goods, or (5) carries out the new organization of any industry, such as the 
creation of a monopoly or the breaking up of one. Generally speaking, few of the owner-
managers in Gnosjö continuously fulfil the definition of an entrepreneur. Taking a closer look 
and thoroughly analysing all of the firms in the community, I would probably find a number that 
act in an entrepreneurial way and that fit the definition. However, I have made the decision to 
address the local managers, who own and run firms in Gnosjö, as owner-managers. In the case 
where I know that an owner-manager definitely fulfils one, or more, of the five criteria mentioned 
above, I address that person as an entrepreneur.  
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The Initial Phase – Moving to Gnosjö and Getting Acquainted 
with the Field 
The initial phase in Gnosjö lasted between the beginning of March 1999, when 
I moved there, until the end of June the same year. I was happy to find a small 
apartment, situated in the middle of the population center of Gnosjö. The 
apartment building was originally a factory which produced rat traps. My 
apartment had one room and a kitchen and was situated on the second floor. A 
florist shop occupied the first floor. My neighbor was a 25 year-old salesman in 
a company, who sold machines and materials to firms in the region. We moved 
into our apartments at the same time. He was not born in Gnosjö, but moved 
there from a small town situated fairly close by. He often told me about the 
daily life of a young man in Gnosjö and what it was like to live and work in 
such a small town.  

For better access to the field, I spent time at a local development center 
called IUC, in Gnosjö. Before my arrival, the CEO had invited me to use the 
center as a starting-point for gathering empirical stories. I appreciated this 
gesture since this was my “best ticket into the community” (Fetterman’s, 
1998a:33).  The CEO of IUC is a woman, which is quite unusual in Gnosjö. 
She helped to found the center in 1996. 68 companies and three divisions of 
Metall 2, situated in the Gnosjö region, own the center and it belongs to a 
national organization, which bears the same name. A membership fee from 
firms in the region supports the center. In Sweden there are fourteen 
independent IUCs that are limited companies. 3 

The aim of the centre is to arrange network meetings for firms in the Gnosjö 
region. The networks are arranged according to specific topics, which range 
from quality development to product development. In addition, the center 
arranges conferences as well as seminars. The center is now working actively 
with the development of yet another center called SLL, System for Lifelong 
Learning. SLL will be a partner to companies in the region that need to educate 
their personnel. The idea is to work constantly with knowledge development 
within and between firms to improve the general level of knowledge within the 
entire region.  

During my time in Gnosjö, I was invited to take part in different activities 
arranged by the center, such as conferences. The first conference I joined was 
about quality aspects regarding supplier relations. Companies in the region 
invited their suppliers to discuss and learn about quality. The conference took 
place in April 1999. I also joined a conference that was arranged by IUC 
together with the county administration. It was convened to present and discuss 

                                                 
2 Metall is a Swedish trade union. 
3 All figures about IUC are from September 2000.  
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the Growth Contract (Tillväxtavtalet4). This conference took place in May 
1999. I made contact with a great number of different people through IUC. 
Many people pass through IUC in Gnosjö, which made it a very fruitful place 
to be.  

During the initial phase of a field study like this, it is important to be aware 
that people might associate the researcher with specific arenas. This can be a 
disadvantage since people might think that research is carried out for a specific 
organization, e.g. The Local Authorities of Gnosjö or IUC, and report back what 
they have told you in confidence. For me, it was important not to be connected 
to any particular arena, but instead be open to daily life and to different 
activities. I was in Gnosjö to create understanding about different meanings of 
the Spirit of Gnosjö and to manage to do this, it was significant not to focus on 
only one arena.  

Getting to Know the Spirit of Gnosjö from Different Perspectives 
To avoid being connected to any one organization or group, interviews were 
carried out during this period of time. When I needed access to a computer or 
to the Internet, I was able to take care of this by a visit to the IUC. The 
interviews were structured in a similar way. However, different questions were 
emphasized depending on who was interviewed. The aim was to get people to 
talk about the Spirit of Gnosjö. The following table illustrates who I 
interviewed and the aim of the interviews. The interview guide that was used as 
a checklist is presented in appendix 3.1. All of the questions were open-ended.  

Table 3.2 Interviews during the Initial Phase 

Interviews with: The aim of the interview(s) was to� 
Eight owner-managers and the CEO of IUC �create an understanding about which stories 

owner-managers and the CEO of IUC tell about 
the Spirit. 
 

Three retired owner-managers, two of the 
interviews were combined with guided tours at 
the open-air museum Töllstorp 

�create an understanding about which stories 
the retired owner-managers tell about the Spirit 
and which meanings they ascribe to the history. 
 

The former chairman of the historical industry 
association of Gnosjö 

�create an understanding about which stories 
the chairman tells about the past and about the 
association and which meanings he ascribes to 
the past of Gnosjö.  
 

Two vicars, belonging to the Church of Sweden, 
one was situated in Gnosjö and one in 
Hillerstorp 
 

�create an understanding about which stories 
the vicars tell about the Spirit and which 
meanings they ascribe to the church. 
 
 

                                                 
4 “Tillväxtavtalet” is a “contract” between the County and the national government that was 
developed by Jönköping County. The purpose was to increase growth in the County and the 
contract suggested different ways of making this happen.  
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One artist (a female painter) �create an understanding about which stories an 
artist tells about the Spirit.  
 

Two politicians, belonging to two different 
political parties 

�create an understanding about which stories 
politicians tell about the Spirit and which 
meanings they ascribe to the political arena.  
 

One focus group interview with the professional 
actors in the theater play (see chapter 5) 

�create an understanding about how it is to 
work in Gnosjö (as outsiders) and how the 
professional actors perceived the theater play. 
Which stories do they choose to focus on when 
they talk about the association and about the 
Spirit? 
 

The chairman of the aid organization Gnosjö 
Hjälper5 

�create an understanding about which stories 
the chairman tells about the Spirit and which 
meanings he ascribes to Gnosjö Hjälper. 
 

The bank director of one of the larger banks in 
Gnosjö 

�create an understanding about which stories a 
bank director tells about the Spirit and which 
meanings (s)he ascribes to the financial institutes, 
such as a bank.  
 

Number of interviews during the initial phase: 20 

 
Twenty interviews were carried out with people from different sectors in the 
community. The eight owner-managers were managers of privately owned 
firms. They were either founders, second-generation owners, or they had 
acquired the firm. The people interviewed were identified upon arrival.  

I met the majority of the owner-managers during the monthly breakfast 
meeting arranged by the local trade association of Gnosjö. During one of those 
meetings, I handed out a form for them to fill out, asking if it was possible for 
me to interview them. The interviews were carried out at their firms. When 
people did not have a position and/or an office in Gnosjö, I was invited to their 
homes where the interviews were carried out, some interviews were carried out 
at the local industry museums. Six of the twenty interviews above were with 
women.  

The interviews illustrated how people talked about the Spirit of Gnosjö. The 
answers, when examined closely, provided a common representation of what 
they considered the spirit of Gnosjö to be. The Spirit for them embodied a 
shared history as represented in the role of the temperance movement, the 
communist party, and the lack of trade union involvement. The Spirit was also 
symbolized in family owned firms, a high degree of cooperation not only 
between firms, but also between other organizations, as well as hard work. The 
great majority of the respondents gave voice to the grand narrative of the Spirit 
of Gnosjö that is presented in chapter one. 

                                                 
5 Gnosjö Hjälper is the local aid organization providing relief to Eastern European countries. The 
organization has a second hand shop situated in Gnosjö. Gnosjö Hjälper is discussed further in 
chapter six. 



Jönköping International Business School 

 50

During the initial phase, I was also involved in the local theater association, 
Teaterandan  (The Spirit of Theater in English). The name of the association is a 
word play with the word Spirit, referring to the Spirit of Gnosjö. This type of 
word play could be seen in chapter one in the different articles published about 
the Spirit of Gnosjö. The local theater association was to perform a play about 
the Spirit of Gnosjö, and I spent time with the people involved in the project 
during their preparation and performances. The play can be seen as a 
manifestation of the local culture. At a first glance the theater play also 
expressed the macrostory of Gnosjö and strengthened the grand narrative of the 
Spirit. The local theater is further discussed in chapter eight. Time was also 
spent on activities arranged by the local trade association and by the local 
Rotary club, these activities are discussed further in chapter six. 

Declining an Interview with the Local Newspaper 
During my first week in Gnosjö, the local newspaper asked for an interview for 
an article. I declined. I was aware that many people were quite sceptical towards 
academia and thought that giving such an interview would probably make them 
sceptical towards me as well. My feeling about the newspaper interview was that 
it could have been interpreted incorrectly. I was afraid that during such an early 
stage of the study the interview could have closed doors instead of opening 
them. Looking back at this decision, I am glad that I decided to keep a low 
profile and get to know the inhabitants in the way I did.  

Many of the people I met told me about the importance of treating others in 
the same way as one wants to be treated. A statement close in meaning to The 
Golden Rule in the bible: “All things whatsoever you would like that man 
should do to you, do so to them” (Mt 7:12). By taking an interest in their daily 
life and behaving polite and fair, I was treated in a similar manner. It was often 
pointed out to me not to forget that I was an outsider, somebody who did not 
belong there, and someone who had moved in. Still, many gave me credit for 
my ability to adapt, saying things such as: “You really have an eye for this.”  

Now and then I did call on the local newspaper situated at one of the main 
streets in Gnosjö. Visiting the office was a good thing to do as it gave me a 
chance to know what was happening. I was allowed to pick up a paper 
whenever I wanted. Moreover, it gave me the opportunity to check which 
stories they considered to be hearsay or not.  

Time for Reflection 
During July and the first week of August, 1999, I left the field to gain some 
time to reflect on the initial phase. I needed to make a first analysis of my 
insights from the field to understand what I had understood about the Spirit so 
far. Moreover, in July most inhabitants of Gnosjö leave town for summer 
vacations and most businesses close down. This means that there are very few 
activities that take place during July. The understanding gained during the time 
away from Gnosjö provided the transition from the initial phase to the second.  
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The stories I had heard and read were rather similar. I realised that those I had 
interviewed who were not owner-managers, also talked about and articulated 
the Spirit of Gnosjö within the context of the grand narrative. As expressed by 
Miller and Glassner (1997:99): “the interview is obviously and exclusively an 
interaction between the interviewer and interview subject in which both 
participants create and construct narrative versions of the social world.”  

Doing this kind of qualitative research entails a number of problems. I carry 
with me social representations of what life is like and who the people are. Not 
only the researcher, but also the respondents have those images. Therefore, it is 
easy to read too much information into, for example, the interviews by 
researchers and respondents. As a respondent, it is easy to get ideas about what 
people think of me. As a researcher, it is also easy to take the empirical stories 
out of its context and make interpretations and empirical claims that might be 
misleading. An interview is a constructed social situation, and most of the 
information given by the respondent is taken out of its context. The respondent 
could easily give the answer he or she believes the researcher wants. The closer 
the link between the researcher and the respondent is, the more emotions 
feature prominently in the interview and the researcher takes on the role of a 
participant. According to Alvesson (1999:4): “there are good reasons to be more 
restrictive than is presently the case in our reliance on this [interview] as a 
technique for getting knowledge of what goes on outside interview situations.”  

Beyond the Grand Narrative 
The initial phase showed that the grand narrative was well established. A 
synonym to the term grand narrative is macrostory, or a story that is taken for 
granted. Boje et al. (1999:341) use the term hegemony to explain what a grand 
narrative is. They quote Clegg’s definition (1989:160), which says that 
hegemony “involves the successful mobilization and reproduction of the active 
consent of dominated groups.” They stress that the hegemony force, or grand 
narrative, “of one social class, gender or culture over another, can be an invisible 
prison of intersecting gazes to those who have little power to negotiate or even 
voice alternate stories defining and shaping their existence” (Boje et al., 
1999:341). The grand narrative easily becomes the narrative of the studied case 
(Boje et al. 1999). It could either be one social class, a gender, or a culture that 
constructs this narrative. People with less power stay silent. In the case of 
Gnosjö, mainly owner-managers of family owned firms have been studied so 
far. The grand narrative of the Spirit of Gnosjö is thereby their narrative. Since 
the community of Gnosjö consists of other people too, it is a weakness that the 
understanding of the Spirit has been as narrow as it has. Apart from owner-
managers, this study gives voice to those who before have stayed silent, for 
example, employees, immigrants, and women. 

The grand narrative, according to Boje et al. (1999), cannot camouflage the 
meanings of all microstories. Previous research about the Spirit of Gnosjö has 
focused on the grand narrative, on stories that normally are expressed. 
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Researchers have neglected why and how these stories are maintained and how 
various actors interpret these stories, namely the role of microstories, and how 
they are constructed. After the initial phase, it was obvious that to create 
understanding about different meanings of the Spirit of Gnosjö, I also needed 
to focus on groups other than owner-managers. This decision influenced the 
second phase, during which I spent more time as a participant observer. I spent 
a lot of time in the factories, and I interviewed groups other than owner-
managers.   

The Second Phase – Longer Periods of Time at Different 
Companies and Establishing Contact with Employees 
Since firms are natural and important meeting places in Gnosjö most of the 
time during the second phase was spent in firms. Spending time in firms with 
different settings, discussing and talking with people holding different 
positions, contributed to my understanding of Gnosjö. To get an idea about the 
number of firms in Gnosjö and the size of the firms please see appendix 3.2. 

The ownership structure of the companies in Gnosjö is currently 
heterogeneous. Previously, a major characteristic of the firms was that they were 
family owned and founded by family members. During the late 1970s and 
beginning of the 1980s, some firms were bought up by investment companies. 
The investment companies operating in the region have been locally, nationally, 
or internationally owned. In a number of cases families have acquired regional 
firms too. I spent two to three weeks with three different companies. Shorter 
time was spent with two additional companies. Four of them were family 
owned. That four of five cases were family owned illustrates quite well the 
ownership structure of firms in the region. Even if the degree of external 
ownership has increased, a majority of firms are still family owned.  

Both the first and the second generation of family members still worked in 
three of the four family owned companies. In three cases, the family had 
acquired the company recently, see table 3.3 below. In all three cases, 
ownership was divided between family members.  

I also spent some time in a firm that was externally owned, where I had the 
opportunity to interview employees working for the firm that owned the firm 
too. These interviews are presented together with the fifth case below. During 
my stay with the company, an industrial group, internationally owned, bought 
the firm from a Swedish industrial group, operating locally. The company was 
family owned from the start.  
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Table 3.3 Companies Where I Spent Time 

Company Inherited or 
Acquired? 

Type of 
Ownership 

Generation in Action Period 
Spent 
in the 

Company 
Company 1 Acquired Family owned 1st and 2nd generation 2 weeks 
Company 2 Founded by family Family owned 2nd and 3rd generation 1 week 
Company 36 Acquired Family owned 1st and 2nd generation 3 weeks 
Company 4 Acquired Family owned 1st and 2nd generation 1 week 
Company 5 Founded by an 

entrepreneur 
Externally 
owned 

2nd generation was 
holding the position as 
CEO 

2 weeks 

 
The table below illustrates how many interviews I carried out with each case 
company and with whom. The great majority of the interviews were with 
employees who worked with manufacturing. All of the interviews were 
structured, in the sense that I brought questions, which constituted the 
platform for the discussion. The questions are presented in appendix 3.1. The 
interviews were structured and planned according to whom I met. All questions 
were open-ended. The interviews were taped and transcribed.  

Table 3.4 Interviews Carried Out in Each Company 

Comp. Family 
 
Women       Men 

Employees 
 
   Women             Men 

Foreign  
Background7 
Women       Men 

No. of  
interviews 

Comp. 1 2 1 3 6 3 1 16 
Comp.  2 - 4 - - - - 4 
Comp. 3 - 4 8 15 1 3 31 
Comp. 4 2 1 - - - - 3 
Comp. 5 - - 2 9 - - 11 
No. of 

interviews 
 
4 

 
10 

 
13 

 
30 

 
4 

 
4 

 
65 

 

Being a Participant Observer and “Hanging Around” 
Except for during interviews, I took the role as a participant observer in a 
number of different meetings, internal as well as external. For a more 
comprehensive view of which meetings I participated in, please see appendix 
3.3. I also spent a great amount of time “hanging around” talking with different 
people in the company experiencing and creating understanding about daily life 
in the firms. 

Apart from spending time with companies, I also participated in Rotary 
lunches and breakfast meetings arranged by the local trade association as well as 

                                                 
6 Case 3 actually concerned two companies, owned by the same family.  
7 Unfortunately a number of employees refused to be interviewed due to a lack of Swedish 
language skills. 
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board meetings of the local trade association. I was invited on a trip with the 
CEOs in Hillerstorp to the exhibition about the Öresund Bridge, linking 
Sweden with Denmark, and the nuclear power plant, Barsebäck. The trip was 
wrapped up with a dinner on our way back. I also spent time with the local aid 
association Gnosjö Hjälper at their board meetings. 

The second phase lasted between August and the beginning of November 
1999. During one week in November, I participated in a leadership conference 
in San Diego. The conference was arranged by a local accountant firm situated 
in Bredaryd, a neighboring township. The conference was about leadership 
aspects and Pia Nilsson, an internationally renowned golf coach gave the 
plenary sessions. The majority of the participants were managers from Gnosjö, 
and from the neighboring municipalities. There were 43 participants in total. 
To get an idea where the participants originated from, the number of 
participants from each place, the number of companies, and finally the number 
of wives joining the trip please see appendix 3.4. 

In December, I took a shorter break from the field to distance myself and 
my feelings from the field and think about what I was going to do next. During 
the second phase people got to know me and I had, by now, developed good 
connections. The approach used during this stage was mainly that of participant 
observations and interviews with employees. When time was spent at the 
weekly Rotary lunches and the monthly breakfast meetings explanations as to 
why I was there were no longer needed.  

The Third Phase – Establishing Contact with the Churches and 
the Local Authorities of Gnosjö  
This period lasted from January until the end of March 2000 and time was 
dedicated to covering activities carried out by the different churches. The role 
of the Church is reputedly very strong and therefore the Church is an 
important meeting place for understanding the Spirit of Gnosjö.  

I perceived the role of the Church to be stronger in Hillerstorp, than in 
Gnosjö and since it was an arena that was quite difficult to establish contact 
with, I only engaged in activities carried out by the churches in Hillerstorp. 
Therefore, the different arenas introduced in the chapter about the Church all 
have a connection to Hillerstorp.  

Most of the people who belong to a specific church know each other. Since 
the community is rather small and the number of churches is quite high, a 
consequence is that the different congregations and parishes have a limited 
number of members and an even more limited number of active members. 
When a new person joins, his or her presence becomes obvious for most people. 
It was thereby difficult to act merely as an observer and so to enter the church I 
became a participant. Having my own background in the Church of Sweden, I 
was an outsider in the world of free churches in Hillerstorp. It was a totally new 
experience for me. Since I personally consider religion to be an intimate part of 
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a person’s life, it was very important for me not to take for granted that I was 
welcome to join the church life in the community. Another consequence of this 
belief was that I did not assume that faith was a topic for immediate discussion 
as perhaps questions about business life would be. This has influenced the text, 
in chapter seven, which is about the Church. In the text I mainly tell about my 
own experiences from the field. This implies that I am present in the text in 
another way than in the other three empirical chapters. A characteristic of this 
period was that a certain degree of trust was established between the people in 
the community and myself. The established trust facilitated the contact with 
the Church and the people I met there. Moreover, a number of the people I 
met in the different churches already knew me.  

My first contact with the Church was during the autumn of 1999. Because 
of my belief that the church belongs to the very private sphere of life, I asked if 
it was possible for me to join a couple when they visited the church they 
belonged to. They welcomed me and introduced me to the other members.  

The overall impression from the time in Gnosjö is that people were quite 
impressed that I spent time trying to “discover” and learn about their culture. 
By showing an interest in their culture, they gave me access to different 
activities, and helped me with my fieldwork. For them I was not an ordinary 
visitor. This attitude became evident when I was invited to take part in the 
Alpha course in the spring of 2000. This was an ecumenical course arranged by 
the different churches in the parish of Hillerstorp. A two-day camp was 
included in the course. The course gave me much insight and understanding 
about daily life in the community. Surprisingly, at least fifty percent of the 
participants in the course were owner-managers or their spouses. People told me 
that they were pleased to see me there, and showing an interest to learn about 
the role of the Church. The mutual trust also became obvious when I was given 
access to new sites, such as Full Gospel Business Men Fellowship International, a 
Christian business network; an arena I did not even know existed. The Alpha 
course and the Full Gospel Business Men Fellowship are further discussed in 
chapter seven. 

It become easier over time to ask questions, to see how different events 
related to each other, and to confirm information I had received. It was for 
example possible to stop by a company and ask a person I had met earlier for 
clarifications.  

Additional Activities During the Time in Gnosjö 
Time was also spent with Bengt Erlandsson (1922-), known in Sweden as Big 
Bengt. He is the founder of the local theme park called High Chaparral, which 
was built to emulate the Wild West of America. By building High Chaparral, 
he pays tribute to the people who broke free from, what he calls, the “old” 
world to start a life in the “new” world. He focuses on all the people who 
emigrated from Sweden during the 19th century. Many of those who left 
Sweden came from Småland. The park is situated in the municipality of 
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Gnosjö. Running an amusement park is considered to be quite odd by many 
and a great number of people consider Bengt to be a controversial person. The 
majority of the firms are oriented towards production and a theme park 
diverges from the representation of what a firm is.  

I also spent time with the board of the Network for Young Entrepreneurs, and 
took part in their annual trip, which was to Gothenburg where we visited two 
companies. The Network of Young Entrepreneurs is discussed more in depth in 
chapter six. 

After the first period I also often visited IUC and had access to different 
types of activities and meetings that took place at this center. I was for example 
invited to attend a conference, arranged by IUC, that was about the future of 
the region. It was arranged in January 2001 and was a follow-up to the 
conference on the Growth Contract that I joined in May 1999. The purpose 
was to inform and spread knowledge about the ongoing work regarding the 
Growth Contract. This conference took place when I had left the field, but 
participating in it gave me an opportunity to stay in touch with the field. 

Apart from the more structured and conscious activities I took part in, I did 
all the everyday life things, such as buying my food in the local store, swimming 
in the local swimming pool, visiting the local library, etc. I collected empirical 
stories from early morning until late at night. I learned whether people were 
relatives, members of the same church, or just friends. It was not always the 
interviews that gave me the most information. Many times it was an informal 
chat with a person I ran into while shopping or the librarian I talked to when 
borrowing books.  Then, of course, there is a part of daily life that is hard to get 
access to, i.e. the things happening behind closed doors. 

Why I Did What I Did  
Participant observation, observations, interviews, notes, diary, and tape 
recordings are all tools that were used during my time in Gnosjö. The table 
below illustrates why the different tools were used and when as well as what the 
main advantages and disadvantages were in using them. 
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Table 3.5 Research Tools Applied in Gnosjö 

Tools Why? Advantages (+) and  
Disadvantages (-) 

Participant  
Observation 

A way to participate and 
become part of everyday 
life and create 
understanding about 
everyday life. 

+ Create understanding about how meanings are 
ascribed to the Spirit of Gnosjö. 
+ Create understanding from the insider point of 
view. 
+ Experienced near knowledge was gained. 
+ I could ask questions and get information. 
- By participating I might have influenced the 
situation  

 
Observations A way to learn about 

everyday life in the 
community. Follows the 
daily life of an 
ethnographer.  

+ If the people I observe do not know who I am, I 
can create understanding about �real life situations�, 
and I do not disturb daily life interactions. (On the 
other hand, when they knew me trust was 
established.) 
- I might miss the context by not talking to the 
people I observe. 
 

Interviews An opportunity to ask 
questions and follow up 
questions and answers,  
the interviews were 
recorded and transcribed. 
 

+ Possible to ask questions of more sensitive 
character  
+ Possible to tape the conversations  
+ Have the time needed 
- A constructed situation 

 
Notes To not forget about 

reflections and 
impressions. 
 

+ Memory tool 
- People might consider you strange, a walking 
typewriter. 
 

Diary To gain time for extra 
reflections and analyzing 
the experiences of the 
day. 

+ Insights are processed 
- Time consuming 
- Very similar to the notes, therefore a tool that I 
did not use the whole time I was Gnosjö 

 
I considered myself to be a participant observer for most of the time. During 
some activities, I was a direct participant, but most of the time I was an 
observer. Rosen (1991:16 based on Nelson 1969) writes: “only by ‘direct 
participation’ in the affairs of a social group can the ethnographer come to 
understand the actions and meanings of those who constitute the group.” To be 
able to understand the ethnography of a group, one needs to be what the 
members are. Rosen (1991) discusses the advantages and disadvantages of being 
a direct participant or an observer. He discusses the different roles in terms of 
working knowledge, organizational secrecy, trust, and role definition. With 
regards to working knowledge, there is knowledge that can only be transformed 
when being engaged “in the social relations in which the task is embedded” 
(Rosen, 1991:16). There were many tasks in the firms in Gnosjö that could not 
have been performed by me, based on the tacit knowledge needed to carry them 
out. In most companies there was an assembly line where I could have worked. 
My decision was not to work as a labourer, but instead spend the time hanging 
around and talking with people. Being part of the organization would mean 
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that I was there “to perform an organizational duty” (Rosen, 1991:17), which I 
did not. Carrying out such an ethnographic study would have restricted the 
research to one organization. Instead, I tried to create understanding of 
different arenas in the community.  

By detaching myself from the different organizations I spent time in, I 
hoped to establish mutual trust and commitment with many. This position 
never turned me into a person “located in the same political arena” as the 
people I was researching (Rosen, 1991:17). Being in the same political arena, 
might have impeded the research process. I wanted to gain access to empirical 
stories contributing to my understanding of Gnosjö. I wanted to gain the access 
in an open and ethical way and be sure that it was possible for me to use it in 
the study. It did happen that I had access to stories and information that I was 
asked not to make use of. These stories and/or information still contributed to a 
deeper understanding of Gnosjö that I mainly gained during more private 
conversations with people who became my friends or acquaintances.  

Was I “the Harmless Idiot”? 
Gnosjö is situated only about 80 kilometres southwest from my current 
hometown Jönköping, the site of Jönköping International Business School. One 
could argue that Gnosjö is an environment in which I would not be considered 
an outsider. However, the industrial structure of the Gnosjö region is mainly 
oriented towards production. The CEOs who run the companies are men and 
not women. Originating from the very southern part of Sweden, my dialect 
told them that I was not one of them, not even from the same part of Sweden. 
Gnosjö can be defined as a patriarchal society and being a woman, academic, 
and southern made me an outsider. In the Gnosjö region the majority of the 
inhabitants work with manufacturing, and the industry is the dominant 
employer. Within the industries, men and women have quite predetermined 
positions. The majority of the women in the industry work in administration or 
assembly. The majority of the men either hold managerial positions, are in 
charge of running the machines, or are developing new tools.  

Lacking training in the field of engineering, I had little knowledge about 
technologies and machinery. I was often addressed as being a secretary because I 
constantly took notes, mainly during interviews and meetings. A fifty year-old 
male professor would probably have had different experiences. During my year 
in Gnosjö, I was probably thought of as a university girl hanging around in 
Gnosjö. My feeling was that I was not considered to be a threat to the people I 
met or to the patriarchal society. In their eyes, my world was far away from 
theirs. I believe that it did matter that our gender and ages were different.  

Research has been carried out in Gnosjö before. However, there are 
contradictory feelings about the role of the researchers and their work among 
the inhabitants in Gnosjö. While the inhabitants admire research and those 
conducting it, they have at the same time developed a feeling of anxiety about 
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research work. Some people expressed their scepticism, which created a distance 
between us. I interpreted this distance as a lack of interest and scepticism about 
whether research will help them in their daily life. In general, people in Gnosjö 
are action-oriented, it is important for them to transform knowledge and 
information into action, which academia, according to them seldom do. The 
reason for this fear and anxiety could also be due to the lack of familiarity with 
academia within the ranks of owner-managers, who are usually stunned when 
suddenly exposed to an academic investigation. One way to avoid being viewed 
as a “walking encyclopedia” was to take the role of “the harmless idiot”, which I 
did. The term illustrates the way natives interpret the ethnographer (cf. 
Czarniawska Joerges, 1992 and Salzer, 1994). In a place like Gnosjö, where 
people share a strong feeling of community, one feels like an outsider. People 
did tell me that I was welcome and that they enjoyed my company, but often 
they also added a sentence about my dialect. I interpreted this to be their way of 
pointing out that I was an outsider and not one of them. It was not possible for 
them to understand how a person could commit so many years to education. 
The majority of the older generation had only spent seven years in school. 
When I was in Gnosjö, I had already spent eighteen years in school. Certainly, 
many of these people considered me an idiot, harmless or not, and I was not a 
threat. Though many viewed me as a stranger, they seemed to have great respect 
for me. I think they did this because I had an honest wish to learn about their 
lives.  

The aim of ethnography is to understand the world from the natives’ point 
of view, to have “been there” as Alvesson (1999:5) states. To do so, it is of 
importance for the researcher to gain access to everyday life. Stewart (1998) 
notes that when it comes to doing ethnography, there is one thing that is a 
“focal research instrument”, namely: “the ethnographer’s own inquiring 
experience, in joint, emergent exploration with people who once were called 
natives” (1998:6) (Italics by Stewart). It takes time to gain access to everyday life 
since the natives need to know who you are. A certain level of trust must be 
established between the researcher and the field. The way people behaved 
regarding my presence among them changed ever the course of time. In latter 
months, I became almost part of the community. Alvesson discusses, 
metaphorically, qualitative research in geographical terms, showing how the 
researcher, “is coming closer and closer to the lived realities of other people” 
(1999:2). 

In Gnosjö, I was often asked questions about who I was, where I came from, 
where I worked, and what I was doing there. Most of the time I had the feeling 
that they wanted to relate to me. A great deal of time was allocated to just 
hanging around, a time-consuming activity but in the long run very fruitful 
when it came to the understanding of the daily life of a community.  

I had an open approach towards what I was doing. When people asked 
questions about my work, I always tried to answer. However, I tried to avoid 
jumping to conclusions as I answered their questions and I tried to respond by 
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raising questions to enlist their opinions and ideas about the Spirit of Gnosjö. 
The majority of people wanted to talk about their community and showed 
open pride in being part of it. Over time, I became, in a sense, the expert on 
their community. They enjoyed discussing and listening to all the stories I had 
gathered during my stay. It was encouraging to hear that I had the chance to 
take part in stories that were unknown to average inhabitants. Some of the 
stories belonged to certain generations and some had not been told for years.  

I realised that the people I interacted with had different ideas about who I 
was. In a region where few of the inhabitants have a university degree, it might 
be hard to completely understand what a doctoral dissertation is. For some 
people, my work was thought to be part of the requirements for a Bachelor’s or 
Master’s level degree. An illustrative example is when I had the opportunity to 
visit an elderly man, a former company owner, for an interview. I was invited to 
his home for afternoon coffee with him and his brother. After a couple of hours 
of talking, he proudly told me about his nephews who had computerized his 
company making it possible for him to find out when his customers needed 
new products. The man then recommended that I should go back to where I 
came from and use my connections to start up a similar company. He was 
serious when he said that writing about the Spirit of Gnosjö would have no 
future for me. To him, I was without a doubt a harmless idiot.  

My commitment to the field increased over time. The more I stayed, the 
more I wanted to learn and understand. I found myself engaged in discussions 
and talked about the field as we instead of they. Sometimes, colleagues within 
academia reminded me that I might get too involved with the field and that it 
would be hard for me to step back and be “objective”. Looking back, I can now 
realize that it took time for me to process the stories from the field. During the 
period just after I had left the field I was not very critical towards what I had 
experienced there, I preferred to tell the good stories when I was asked 
questions about Gnosjö. However, over time a more balanced view was 
developed. I believe that this is a process one has to go through. It was a relief to 
read Salzer (1994), who describes how she wanted to be “caught up” by the 
culture she studied. The involvement was needed to gain an understanding of 
the field and how the people in it make sense of their daily activities. 
Commenting on this involvement Salzer (1994:42) writes that she sees, 
“research as engagement, where the researcher and researched merge into a 
whole.” She adds that as she sees it, objectivity is impossible to reach, and in the 
best case, we, as researchers, can strive to create intersubjectivity (Salzer, 1994). 
Having been “caught up” by the field implies that time is needed for processing 
the stories and experiences from the field. During this time a more balanced 
relationship to the field is created. My standpoint and belief is that there is not 
one true description of Gnosjö and the Spirit, nor one true understanding. 
However, it is of great importance that the accounts from the researcher are 
balanced. 
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Processing Stories from Gnosjö 
During the time when stories from the field were processed tapes were 
transcribed, notes typed out, interpreted and analysed. Four arenas, 
characterizing the Spirit of Gnosjö were identified. The four different arenas 
are: (1) the business firm, (2) the multifaceted arena of business related 
activities, (3) the church, and (4) the local theater association. These arenas 
make up chapter five, six, seven, and eight and each arena represents a number 
of meeting places that I visited. The four arenas are a good representative of the 
broad range of activities the inhabitants perform in daily life and meeting places 
they visit and participate in. The four chapters represent different aspects of the 
Spirit of Gnosjö and are carefully chosen to give a wide and holistic view.  

When the four extensive arenas were identified stories that ensued around 
and about different issues were identified. When the all-embracing arenas were 
identified and issues interpreted, the ethnographic text was written. This is the 
third phase of the ethnographic process. 

The four chapters are based on stories from the field that I have chosen to 
tell. In some of the cases I have also been part of constructing them. People 
living and/or working in Gnosjö have told the great majority of the stories that 
are included. It is possible to say that I am present in all stories since, according 
to Boje (1991:107), “most storytelling is done in conversation and involves the 
listeners in various ways.” According to this reasoning, the listeners are, “co-
producers with the teller of the story performance” (Boje, 1991:107). It should 
be mentioned that during my time in Gnosjö, I not only took part of oral 
stories, I also took part of written stories, such as different types of 
documentation. 

Four Different Arenas, the Empirical Questions in Focus and the 
Issues Emphasized 
The four empirical arena chapters are organized in the same way to facilitate 
reading. Each empirical chapter is constructed around a number of empirical 
questions, which are introduced at the beginning of each chapter and 
summarized at the end of each chapter. After having introduced the empirical 
questions the reader is brought to a number of different arenas, which make up 
the chapter. These are arenas that I have visited and gained insights about 
during my time in Gnosjö. The title of each chapter gives an all-embracing idea 
about what the chapter is about. It should be stressed that even if the headlines 
of the chapters use words in singular, for example the chapter named The 
Business Firm as an Arena, the chapters consist of stories from a number of 
different arenas and not just one. The headlines of the different empirical 
chapters are thereby metaphorical. The chapter The Business Firm as an Arena, 
for example, emphasizes business life in Gnosjö with a clear focus on the people 
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and the activities carried out in the business firms in Gnosjö. Throughout all of 
the chapters, the focus is on the people in the community and the values and 
norms they express through stories.  

After having been introduced to the different arenas in the chapters, a 
number of issues are emphasized. The different issues were identified during the 
time in Gnosjö and when the insights gained from the field were analyzed. It 
became clear that not everybody told the same stories and did not share the 
same norms and values regarding the different issues. People gave different 
accounts and interpretations though all are inhabitants of the same community. 
The different issues are considered important for understanding different 
meanings of the Spirit of Gnosjö. A number of these issues are issues that 
traditionally have not represented the Spirit of Gnosjö.  

After having summarized the empirical questions at the end of each chapter, 
a discussion follows in which the chapter is discussed from a cultural 
perspective. The latter discussion is structured according to the three concepts: 
degree of sharedness, inconsistency and boundlessness.  

The reasons for choosing each arena, the empirical questions introduced, 
and the issues presented in the four empirical chapters are presented below.  

The chapter The Business Firm as an Arena illustrates the impact companies 
have on life in the community. Daily life in Gnosjö circle around business and 
business life and the business perspective is the most frequent one when it 
comes to understanding the Spirit. In the chapter the following questions are 
focused: What can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö with the perspective of 
the business firm as an arena?  How does the firm influence daily life in the 
community? 

The issues focused in the chapter were recurrently discussed in Gnosjö and 
are considered important for understanding the Spirit of Gnosjö. The issues 
discussed are: external ownership, higher education, gender, immigration, being 
an employee, and being unemployed in Gnosjö. The issues are not firm specific 
but reflect business life in Gnosjö at large.  

The chapter The Multifaceted Arena of Business Related Activities illustrates 
the role of different arenas in the community. Business life evolves beyond the 
business firm as an arena and therefore arenas outside the firm are also put in 
focus. Focusing on business life beyond the firm is a perspective that, so far, has 
not been elaborated on when it comes to understanding the Spirit. Arenas 
discussed in the chapter are: the local trade association, Rotary, the Network of 
Young Entrepreneurs, the political arena, the local authorities, and the local aid 
organization known as Gnosjö Hjälper. All these arenas are, to varying degrees, 
connected to business life in Gnosjö.  

Meeting places outside the firms are important for the construction of 
networking activities in the region. At these meeting places people meet and 
interact, communicate, and spread information. The following three questions 
are focused: What can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö with the 
perspective of the multifaceted arena of business related activities as the arena? 
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Who participates in each arena? How do the arenas discussed influence daily 
life in the community? The different issues elaborated on are: networking, 
contributing to the community, different generations engage in different 
activities, us and them, and building an identity.  

The chapter The Church as an Arena illustrates the role the Church, or 
churches, play in the community. The attention given to the Church as an 
arena stems from the far-reaching impact the Church has in the region. The 
Church is talked about as an arena for networking activities and it is said that it 
historically influenced and created norms and values in the region. The chapter 
focuses on the following questions: What can be learned about the Spirit of 
Gnosjö with the perspective of the church as the arena? Which activities are 
arranged by the church? How does the church influence the daily life of the 
community? The arenas introduced are: the Alpha course, the confirmation 
camp, and the Full Gospel Businessmen Fellowship International. Thereafter 
the following issues are emphasized: the role of the Church, newcomers, 
business life and church life in Hillerstorp, alcohol taboos, paying tithes, and 
the value of equality. 

The chapter The Local Theater Association as an Arena gives perspectives of 
everyday life in the community. The chapter is mainly based on a theater play 
performed by the local theater association in the spring of 1999. The play 
illustrates the Spirit of Gnosjö as perceived by those who wrote the manuscript. 
Furthermore, the play helps to create and strengthen images of the Spirit 
among the people who saw the play, but also among those who prepared for the 
play and performed it. The play covers different aspects and settings of daily life 
in the community and gives a comprehensive picture of Gnosjö. The empirical 
questions of the chapter are: What can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö 
with the perspective of the local theater association as the arena? What does the 
play tell about daily life in the community? The following issues are focused in 
the chapter: Big Bengt and High Chaparral, being different in Gnosjö, 
loneliness, Johan-August, a Gnosjö entrepreneur, what will others think, 
scepticism towards higher education, and well-known families and family 
names. 

The model below illustrates the four different arenas that are in focus, which 
together cover daily life in Gnosjö quite well.  
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Figure 3.1 Four Empirical Arenas 

Writing Ethnography 
The third phase of the ethnographic process is when the text is written. During 
this process, the researcher decides what to tell and how to tell it. This is the 
time when ideas become clearer and more structured, experiences from the field 
become part of a bigger context, and thoughts are clarified. It is the time when 
the researcher realises which “pieces” from the field that have not been fully 
investigated and if any information is missing. What makes a text, more or less, 
ethnographic is the thickness of field descriptions. That is to say, how well the 
researcher has managed to communicate the culture from the natives’ point of 
view.  

Van Maanen (1988) emphasizes three different styles of writing 
ethnography: the realist tales, the confessional tales, and the impressionist tales. 
In the realist tale, the researcher tries to give a picture that is as accurate as 
possible, reporting what happens in the field and referring to what natives say 
and do, but she is not present in the text. There is a distance between her and 
the text and she avoids the use of the first person singular “I”.  

This runs contrary to the premise of the study, in which I have the 
perspective that the researcher merges into the field and both become a whole. 
During the writing process, I have drawn on the memories gathered from the 
field as the stories are constructed in interaction with the people there. Some of 
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the stories in the following empirical chapters are about events and incidents 
that I have experienced while others are stories that I have been told. To clarify 
for the reader when I have experienced the stories, I use “I” in the text.  

I wanted to grasp an understanding of microstories, to go beyond the taken 
for granted knowledge about the Spirit and listen to people and who hold 
different positions. According to the realist style of writing: “The actions and 
words of singular persons are minimized…in favor of what typical natives 
typically do, say, and think” (Van Maanen, 1988:49). This implies that there is 
a way to do, say, and think that can be classified as typical. However, this 
contradicts the epistemological standpoints of the stud. I do not belive that 
there is one true interpretation, one true understanding, or a “typical” way of 
doing, saying or thinking. The study is based on the assumption that reality is 
enacted and research is constructed. This is the base for social constructionist 
research. Rosen (1991:6) writes:  

“The aim of social constructionist research is then to understand how 
members of a social group, through their participation in social process, enact 
their particular realities and endow them with meaning… - meaning is the 
focus of investigation…The task of the researcher is to describe and analyze 
the world from the perspective of those involved with its performance…The 
social constructionist researcher,…actively seeks to deconstruct borders 
between herself or himself and the subject.”  

In the confessional tale, the researcher is a participant and infiltrates the text. 
The text is about the researcher’s personal experiences and reactions. This helps 
the reader to understand how the researcher has learned about the culture in 
question. Barriers faced in the field are presented and the researcher tells how 
access was gained to the culture.  

The impressionist tale is a text written to startle the reader, focusing on 
unusual and extraordinary events. The researcher becomes the teller of the tales 
and takes an active role in the text.  

By applying the confessional style of writing, the researcher unmasks the 
fieldwork process (Van Maanen, 1988). This is a relatively new approach to 
writing a text. The researcher admits things like blind spots, missing 
information, etc. Doing fieldwork is demasked and demystified at the same 
time, with an increase in the level of subjectivity in the text and the process of 
doing fieldwork. Subjectivity is no longer placed on a hidden agenda. The 
information filters through the researcher. The confessional style is considered 
here to be an honest way of writing. Its adoption is to avoid ascribing 
interpretations to people, constructed in the interaction process by those 
researching and those being researched. Similarities between the confessional 
tale and the impressionist tale are not hard to find and a combination of both 
has been applied in this study.  

The art of writing in this text is a question of balancing what I met in 
Gnosjö with what the natives told me. As expressed above, I am part of 
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constructing the stories that are presented in this text. It is important to 
remember that writing ethnography is about interpretations. A researcher 
interprets when talking with people and is the spectator when reading a text. 
Each researcher puts down his or her interpretations as field notes, which are to 
be read later on. This implies that even those times when the realistic style is 
applied, the text is a construction.    

The question of how we should write was posed by Richardson (1995:218) 
and his answer is: “If we wish to understand the deepest and most universal of 
human experiences, if we wish our work to be faithful to the lived experiences 
of people, if we wish for a union between poetics and science, or if we wish to 
use our privileges and skills to empower the people we study, then we should 
value the narrative.” 

Limitations of the Study 
The municipality of Gnosjö is part of the Gnosjö region, which is a well-known 
industrial region in Sweden. In addition to Gnosjö, the region includes 
Gislaved, Värnamo, and Vaggeryd. There are similarities as well as differences 
between the four municipalities. Many in neighboring municipalities would say 
that the Spirit of Gnosjö is not confined to Gnosjö itself since it represents the 
four neighbor municipalities too. But a few would talk about their hometowns 
as having a special spirit. They referred, for example, to the Spirit of 
Anderstorp, a small town which is part of the municipality of Gislaved. During 
the time I spent at IUC, I met people who talked about their experiences by 
comparing Gnosjö with their home municipalities. Some of my contacts had 
friends who lived and worked in the neighboring municipalities of Gnosjö and 
told me about similar experiences. 

The study is restricted to the municipality of Gnosjö, even though people 
from the other municipalities probably can identify themselves with a number 
of the stories presented. I cannot claim that the study would be the same if I 
had spent time in all four municipalities. It is my sincere hope, though that the 
dissertation help to create understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö. The reason 
for restricting the study is the need in ethnography to “draw clearer geographic 
and conceptual boundaries” (Fetterman, 1998a:8). 

Time was spent in Gnosjö and in Hillerstorp, the largest population centers. 
Gnosjö is the central town of the municipality. The local authorities are 
situated in Gnosjö, as are most of the service companies, such as banks, 
insurance firms, and the tourist information office. There are eight population 
centers in the municipality of Gnosjö: Gnosjö, Hillerstorp, Nissafors, Kulltorp, 
Marieholm, Åsenhöga, Törestorp and Lanna. Hillerstorp is situated about ten 
kilometers away from Gnosjö. For further information about the eight 
population centers please see appendix 3.6.  
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When not specifically referring to the towns of Gnosjö or Hillerstorp, I use the 
term Gnosjö or community. The reason for using the term Gnosjö is that the 
municipality is named Gnosjö. Gnosjö region is the term I use to include all 
four municipalities. When I write about the people I met as a person or people, 
I mean individual respondents or a smaller group. 

Critical Reflections 
In retrospect, there are of course things that could have been done differently 
during the process of planning and carrying through the study. Even though 
the idea from the beginning was to create understanding about the grand 
narrative of the Spirit and beyond, it was surprisingly easy, as I have already 
illustrated, to get caught up by the grand narrative of Gnosjö. Thanks to the 
period when I left the field (week 26 to week 31 in table 3.1), it was possible to 
see that I tended to focus on the grand narrative and I could later handle this 
when I returned to the field.  

If the field processes were to be redone, with the lessons learned in mind, I 
would probably have done more preparatory work at my desk, than I did. The 
disadvantage of more preparatory work is that I would probably have directed 
the process, and I had not been as open toward the experiences in the field as I 
was. 

A criticism towards the selection of meeting places I participated at is that 
no sport clubs are present, such as the local football club, the badminton club, 
the ice-hockey club, or the golf course. However, time was spent at the local 
swimming pool, at one of the local riding-schools, and at the recreation center. 
These sports are individual sports, but visiting these arenas gave me an idea 
about the arenas and I met and talked with people in the sauna, and when 
brushing the horse. There are three main reasons why I did not join the local 
football club, the badminton club, the ice-hockey club, or the golf course. The 
first reason is that I do not practice these sports, and the second is that the great 
majority of the members in the different clubs were rather young. The Spirit of 
Gnosjö through the eyes of the younger inhabitants of Gnosjö is grasped in the 
chapter about the Church since the Church is a meeting place that bridges the 
different generations in the community. Finally, the third reason is that I have 
looked into arenas outside the firm but, they have all, to different degrees, been 
related to business life in Gnosjö. This is a connection I find more difficult to 
see regarding the sport clubs, unless one considers perhaps the parents who give 
their children a lift to their activities. Retrospectively, I could say that interviews 
with coaches, for example, of the local sport clubs, could have contributed to 
my understanding about the Spirit. But, even if I spent a year in Gnosjö, I did 
not manage to do all the things I wished to do.   

Arenas such as sewing circles and other women’s clubs have not been studied 
at depth either. It is possible to consider this a weakness of the study; however, 
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different types of business related activities have imbued the study. Still a great 
number of these have taken place outside the firm itself and the focus has been 
on individuals other than owner-managers. A focus on arenas with only female 
participants and a focus on the role of the women in Gnosjö, for example, 
would definitely have made for a very interesting study. However, since the 
purpose was to emphasise different meanings of the Spirit of Gnosjö and 
different voices, not only the voices of one group, such as women, a more 
comprehensive approach was applied.  

Since I believe that culture is not embodied in individuals, but constructed 
in interaction between different people in different social contexts, it would be 
misleading to only focus on one group of people, for example the women. 
Nonetheless, it is still possible to argue that I could have included the above-
mentioned arenas in the study. This would have meant that the study would 
have taken even more time. When a certain degree of understanding is 
developed, it is time to leave the field and one day I realised that it was time to 
bring this dissertation to an end. Despite this limitation, women based stories 
are part of my study too and they are not overlooked, and I have interacted 
with them in arenas other than sewing circles and other women’s clubs. 

For many of the same reasons mentioned above, I did not spend time on the 
different arenas for immigrants. Without a doubt, a study with this focus would 
also have been both interesting and pioneering, but, as with the women in 
Gnosjö, the immigrants contribute with some but not all of the voices included 
in the study. 

It is possible to argue that there has not been any theoretical model, or 
frame, that has guided the research process, regarding how to structure the 
process, nor which insights to gather in Gnosjö. However, the ethnographic 
method implies an open approach towards the field and, moreover, that a 
cultural perspective is applied. This has of course influenced the process, not to 
mention the processes in the field. Going out without preconceived ideas and 
with as open eyes as possible, has a number of benefits. Having a pre-
understanding about what to research and what to find influences the research 
process. Having preconceived ideas implies that the researcher is looking for 
certain things. The preconceived ideas become blinders and it is easy to 
overlook certain issues, aspects, and phenomenon that might have lead to new 
understandings. It might be easier to have a theoretical model, or a frame, 
before leaving the desk and entering the field, but it also has limitations, which 
have to be taken into consideration. Since the Spirit of Gnosjö is a concept that 
is taken for granted by a great number of people, it was important to be as open 
as possible. Therefore, I tried not to attribute the Spirit with new qualities, but, 
instead, tried to create understanding about different meanings of the Spirit. 
This approach demanded that I was as open as possible when I entered the field 
and that the less knowledge I had before entering the field, the better.  

In the study, unsystematic processes driven by experiences in Gnosjö have 
influenced the process and the metaphor of the Tamara land (Boje, 1995) is 
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applicable. Boje (1995) uses the metaphor of Tamara to illustrate the 
plurivocality of organizations and the potential of multiple interpretations. 
Tamara is a long-running play in Hollywood, in which the audience decides 
which character to follow. Depending on which character the audience follows 
the story is interpreted differently. The same goes for research. Depending on 
which stories the researcher decides to listen to, and to whom, the final output 
might differ. Different people in the field tell different stories in different ways 
and emphasize different aspects, which makes every research journey unique.   

The people I met have influenced me, as has the order in which I met them. 
As a researcher I have strived for creating intersubjectivity, and even if I have 
been influenced by the people I met in the field, I am the one who has the 
responsibility for the process and who has driven the process further. In other 
words, I have made the important choices regarding this field study. This 
chapter has been an attempt to clarify which choices I made in Gnosjö.   
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Chapter 4  
The Past and Present of Gnosjö 

It was a beautiful forest.  After only a few meters, I felt like I had entered one 
of the paintings by John Bauer. His pictures give the same feeling as the one I 
experienced when I walked in the forest. The woodland path was surrounded 
by moss, and the only sound was that of the birds. After having parked the 
car, I walked towards the historical buildings, which are part of the open-air 
museum of Töllstorp. This is the place where many believe it all once started. 
The place which transformed Gnosjö from an agriculture-based economy into 
an industrial hub. Hydraulic power was used for working up the iron. I 
passed by exhibitions that showed how the people in the region had worked 
up the iron, using bullocks and horses. Small houses with water wheels 
popped up along the small river following the construction of hydraulic power 
plants. The small houses with water wheels were once the sites of buzzing 
industries. It was here that hairpins, bridles for horse, and baking tins, 
among many other things, were produced. Near the small factories, there is a 
flour mill. Even today, visitors can buy flour here. The mill is also run by 
hydraulic power. It is fascinating to see a place like this preserved. School 
children are brought there at least once during their school years, and they 
learn what life was like in the old days in the place where the industrial 
revolution of their region started.  

The Role of History in Research 
This chapter examines Gnosjö and the Spirit of Gnosjö from a historical 
perspective and relates it to present day. The aim is to introduce the reader to 
the empirical field – Gnosjö. An overview of different local meeting places and 
different activities taking place in Gnosjö is presented. They are all important 
for understanding the Spirit of Gnosjö and daily life in the community.  

Different authors have argued for different approaches towards 
understanding and investigating social phenomena related to business. Their 
arguments differ regarding priorities. Czarniawska (1996) states that instead of 
searching for final and universal definitions, there is a need to look at specific 
processes, and we need to study definitions created by people who are in the 
process. Garsten (1994:38) asserts that in order to understand social processes 
there is a need to experience what people do and say in certain situations. Those 
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who, in interaction with others, are part of the process, construct reality. 
Regarding the Spirit of Gnosjö, this implies that it is important to understand 
how the people who live and act in the community ascribe meanings to the 
Spirit. 

 Grasping everyday knowledge gives an understanding of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. However, what happens today in Gnosjö is embedded in history, and 
in the past. Rydén, who has written a number of historical books about Gnosjö, 
supports this standpoint (cf. Rydén, 2000 and Rydén, 1999). So, in order to 
understand the everyday knowledge of today, there is a need to understand how 
people are embedded in the past through the actions of today, i.e. how the past 
is preserved and talked about.  

Garsten’s (1994) dissertation about Apple World is written in the present, 
and by doing so, she situated Apple in the tension zone of past and future 
“where representations of the past serve together with future visions to 
construct the narrative of the present” (ibid. p. x). Smircich and Calás 
(1987:251) write: “In postmodernism reality is the playfulness of presence and 
absence.” This study takes its starting point in the past, but the past is 
experienced and described in the present. It is about how the history is talked 
about today in the community and how Gnosjö and the people living there 
preserve the past. Whyte (1984) also talks about the importance of history in 
community studies, saying that history cannot just be treated as a background. 
In order to understand how they function, social processes need to be studied 
back in history and over time. Furthermore, Gioia et al. (2000) argues that the 
only way to invent the future is to reinvent history. Even though I do not 
intend to invent the future, history is of importance and plays an important role 
in understanding the cultures referred to as the Spirit of Gnosjö.  

The History of Gnosjö 
Today Gnosjö is considered the center of Sweden’s best-known industrial 
district with about 350 manufacturing firms and 10,000 inhabitants. During 
the 20th century, the district had the highest economic growth in Sweden. The 
majority of the businesses are suppliers to firms within the district or to the 
country at large. The majority are family owned and have stayed within the 
same family for generations.  

The Spirit of Gnosjö originates back to the 18th century, but it was first 
mentioned in the beginning of the 20th century, more precisely in 1902 in an 
account about a journey published for the opening of the railroad between 
Borås and Alveta (Gummesson, 1997). Others say that the concept was 
introduced in 1920 by Harry Sjöman, chief editor of Värnamo-Tidningen 
(Gummesson, 1997). The term could also be dated to the time when the water 
wheels became an extra source of income for farmers in the region.  
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The inhabitants talk about the development of the district with a historical 
perspective. Different associations that reinvent the history of the region have 
been established, such as the historical industry association, the local folklore 
society, and the theatre association. Examples of meeting places include the 
local industry museums, the plays directed and performed by the local theatre 
association, and the annual day of the water wheel.  

During the 18th century, most of the people in the Gnosjö region were 
involved in farming activities, either as farmers or as crofters. Because of the 
nutrient-poor soil in the region, which mainly consists of moraine, the 
conditions for farming were limited (Kolsgård et al., 1987), and this meant that 
some people started up side activities to gain an extra income. Such activities 
were usually performed during the seasons when farming activities required less 
work (Rydén, 2000).  

During this time, iron received a significant role in the region. Knowledge 
about how to work up the iron was transferred to Gnosjö in the 18th century. 
The knowledge originated, among other sources, from Jönköping’s Gevärsfakturi 
(in English Jönköping’s small-arms factory). According to Rydén (2000), Arfvid 
Marberg from Marås in Gnosjö was the first person from the region that carried 
on wiredrawing for Jönköping’s Gevärsfakturi. He had an apprentice who also 
originated from the region. Rydén (2000) states that for decades the small-arms 
factory in Jönköping recruited employees from the Gnosjö region.  

The iron thread was the point of departure for the industrial development of 
the region. From the very beginning, horses were used for working up the iron 
thread, but over time hydraulic power replaced the animals. Rydén (2000) 
stresses that by the 1760s, at the latest, people started to use hydraulic power. 
However, he goes on to point out that it was first during the beginning of the 
19th century that wiredrawing expanded in the region. A prerequisite for the 
industrialization process in the region was the iron. There were a number of 
ironworks in the region, such as Häryd, Marieholm, and Nissafors, and they 
supplied iron bars to Gnosjö (Rydén, 2000).  

According to Rydén (2000) it has been estimated that there were about 100 
water wheels in Gnosjö situated along the creeks during this period of time. 
The wire-drawers had to share the natural resources and the hydraulic power so 
cooperation was a prerequisite. The pond, situated at the end of the creek, was 
opened in the morning, and the person whose water wheel was closest to the 
pond was the one who had water first. He was also the one who had to start 
work very early in the morning, while a person whose water wheel was 
downstream could start later. This implies that already during the beginning of 
the 19th century people were forced to cooperate, and through this cooperation 
they realized the importance of cooperation (Rydén, 2000). Rydén (2000) 
argues that this type of cooperation is a unique aspect of the business culture in 
Gnosjö. 

The water supply was best during the early spring and the late fall (Rydén, 
2000) periods, or when it was not peak farming season. Apart from using the 
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hydraulic power for wiredrawing, it was used for household requirements, such 
as sawmills and flourmills, activities that required cooperation. The water wheel 
has come to represent Gnosjö in many different contexts. It is represented in 
the municipality coat of arms where five water wheels symbolize the five 
different parishes in the municipality: Kävsjö, Gnosjö, Källeryd, Åsenhöga, and 
Kulltorp.   

The worked up iron thread was, for example, used for constructing fences, 
but it also became the material for craft production. Rat traps, hairpins, horse 
bites, strainers, barbed wire, hangers, and whisks were all products made by the 
thread. Hooks and eyes were another typical product derived from the thread, 
and were often produced by women and children in the region. A further 
development was into weave the thread to iron nets, which became, for 
example, strainers.  

The industrialization of the last decade of the 19th century could be 
interpreted as a natural process of the development of Gnosjö. For a long time, 
the inhabitants had worked with drawing mills and craft production. The 
industrial development process gradually increased during the early 1900s. The 
industries went from craftsmanship to more and more mechanization in the 
decades around 1900. However, Karl Axel Svenningsson, the former chairman 
of the municipal executive committee, writes in the preface of Wendeberg’s 
book that already during the 1860s there was a boom in Gnosjö (Wendeberg, 
1982). Crinolines were at that time fashionable and the thread was produced in 
Gnosjö with the help of the hydraulic power. Throughout the first decade, the 
number of businesses increased at a modest rate, and in 1930 there were about 
28 industrial firms. But the number surged after the depression of the 1930s 
and especially after World War II. In 1953, it shot up to 198 firms (Kolsgård et 
al., 1987). During and after World War II, demand for Gnosjö products 
increased, and this was vital for the growth of the companies in the region. 
During this time, the firms expanded their products gaining access to markets 
far beyond the regional boundaries. Competition was low while demand was 
enormous. It is interesting to dwell on the stories and images entertained by the 
inhabitants at this early time. They illustrate the role history plays in today’s life 
in the community. 

Over time the manufacturing process has developed and automatization 
plays an important role. Today looms in the factories are totally automated, but 
even now, many products of the region have their roots in the wireworks and 
many firms have production that refines metal thread. Plastic is a material that 
has been used in the manufacturing process over the last few decades, and in 
some processes it has replaced iron. A great majority of the products produced 
in Gnosjö are articles for everyday use, e.g. dish drainers, whips, outdoor 
furniture, wire baskets, etc. (cf. Ridderberg, 1994). This is one reason why 
industries in Gnosjö have succeeded so well in general. The majority of factories 
churn out products that are always needed, irrespective of business cycles.  
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A Backwater Region 
Until the beginning of the 19th century, Gnosjö was a backwater region. It was 
hard to reach the town before the country’s roads and the railway were built. 
The railway between Borås and Alvesta, which is one part of the railway 
between Gothenburg and Kalmar, was built in 1902, with stations in Nissafors, 
Gnosjö, and in Hädinge. The railway was crucial to the future development of 
the district and made it possible to transport products from the region to a 
market outside the nearest neighborhood.  

The emigration to and from the district was generally low. Emigration to 
the United States started relatively early, already during the 1860s, but it was 
proportionately low before 1890. Stories are told about those who opted to 
leave. They are remembered as brave people with dreams they believed would 
come true in America. People in Gnosjö say that those who left had an 
entrepreneurial flair. They identified an opportunity and they grabbed it despite 
the risks. Those who stayed behind were thought of as less entrepreneurial. But 
many of the inhabitants viewed this as a paradox, given the economic boom the 
region saw shortly after the emigration.  

As a result of low emigration rates, there was a relatively high degree of 
social continuity and integration. Social bonds were, and still are, close and 
many inhabitants are relatives. This has led to a strong feeling of solidarity 
among them. The revivalist movement, the different nonconformist groups, 
and the temperance movement are among other factors said to have increased 
solidarity. These factors have had a bearing on the strong spirit of fraternity 
among the inhabitants and business managers (Kolsgård, et al., 1987).  

Hylténs  
Gnosjö’s two local industry museums, the open-air museum situated in 
Töllstorp and Hylténs Metallvarufabrik1, provide information on how the 
industries developed over time and from what companies spin-offs occurred. 
Many of the products that later on became traditional Gnosjö commodities 
originated from Hylténs. Hylténs has played a dominant role in the industrial 
development process of the region, and therefore exhibits a more thorough 
description of its history. The majority of the inhabitants seem to know their 
history well and have stories to tell about Hylténs, which has become a social 
representation of the past. 

The museum provides a history of Hylténs as told by a janitor and guide. A 
version of it is also available in a brochure about Gnosjö. Additional 
information has been gathered to complete the story. The information is 
derived from Sillén and Gustavson’s (1975) essay A 100 year-old Gnosjö 
Enterprise, J E Hylténs Metal Goods Factory (in Swedish Ett hundraårigt 

                                                 
1 Hylténs Metallvarufabrik will from now on talked about as Hylténs. 
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Gnosjöföretag J E Hylténs Metallvarufabrik) and Karlsson’s (1985) essay The J E 
Hylténs Metal Goods Factory (in Swedish J E Hylténs Metallvarufabrik). 

The enterprise that later on became Hylténs started on the Hyltan farmyard 
by Nils Hyltén (1819-1903). Nils Hyltén was a watchmaker, a profession he 
had learned from his father. Like other watchmakers during this time, he made 
most of the parts himself. During the 1860s he started to produce coin purses, 
which later were called the Småland’s purse.  

In 1874, at an age of 212 his son John Edward Hyltén (1852-1934) founded 
Hylténs in an outhouse on the Hyltan farmyard. Previously, he had had a 
position at the Huskvarna experimental industry for sewing machines, where he 
was involved in the production of Huskvarna’s first sewing machine. At that 
time he produced coin purses, a business he had taken over from his father. The 
coin purses were sold through peddlers in the northern part of Sweden. When 
the competition increased, he started producing paraffin lamps, among other 
things. Five years later, in 1879, he built two more houses and the old building 
became a foundry.  

In 18973, he built a factory, in Hyltan. Hylténs was the first factory in 
Gnosjö. It is also considered to be the first which did not rely on farming as a 
sideline activity. The factory was a full-time activity from the start.  

John Edward Hyltén started on a small scale and expanded over time. In 
1897, at the Stockholm Exhibition (Allmänna Konst- och Industriutställningen i 
Stockholm), he won a silver and a bronze medal for his crafts. The story goes 
that he was supposed to pay for the value of the silver medal, but he never did - 
inhabitant of Småland that he was4. In Stockholm, he bought an electric 
generator, which he brought back to Gnosjö. At the place where Hylténs is 
situated today, there was an old mill. He bought the mill, half of the waterfall 
in Gåröström, and a turbine. The other half of the waterfall was owned by 
Gåröström’s wiredrawn. The generator was placed in the mill and was powered 
by the water from the small lake. He extended a cable to the factory at Hyltan 
to supply it with electricity. It was one of the first factories in the region run by 
electricity. Gåröström is situated one kilometer from Hyltan. 

After a fire in 1914, Johan Edvard Hyltén rebuilt the factory, situated by the 
waterfall at Gåröström, in which he had a 50 percent stake. This is the same 
place where Hylténs is situated today. During the reconstruction the old 
buildings at Hyltan were used. At that time Hylténs had 10 employees and 
none of them were laid off. The smithy was built in 1914, the mill in 1915, the 
foundry in 1916, and the mechanical workshop in 1917.  

John Edward Hyltén’s son, John, (1892-1980), made the drawings for the 
new mechanical factory in 1917. During 1911 and 1912 he studied to become 

                                                 
2 According to Sillén and Gustavsson (1975) 
3 According to Sillén and Gustavson (1975). 
4 There is a saying in Sweden that people originating from Småland are apparently more stingy 
than other Swedes. According to folklore, this is perhaps why Johan Edvard Hyltén did not pay 
for the medal.  
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an engineer in Katrineholm and after having finished his military service he 
returned back to Gnosjö. From 1919 to 1920, he worked at a drawing office in 
Stockholm. He constructed many of the machines in the factory and made the 
models for casting. His brother, Paul, (1894-1980), went to the commercial 
school in Kristinehamn during the World War I. He came back to Gnosjö in 
1918. Johan Edvard Hyltén worked at Hylténs for about 50 years. Then his 
two sons John and Paul Hyltén took over. They also stayed in the firm for 
about 50 years. The two brothers complemented each other, John was the 
technician while Paul was the administrator. 

About 40 persons at most were employed at Hylténs. It is estimated that 
Hylténs has had about 24 direct spin-offs. Some 49 more firms are estimated to 
have originated there and more are believed to have spun off from these initial 
spin-offs. According to existing documentation, Hylténs is not the only case of 
a parent firm. The majority of firms in the region are spin-offs from a few 
‘parent’ companies. It was common for an employee who started up a business 
to become a supplier to a former employer, and often the employee would 
launch the new business while still working for the former company. Materials 
that covered start-up costs were “borrowed” from the former company. 
Unfortunately, they were often never returned. 

In 1975, just before Christmas, the factory was close down. Neither John 
nor Paul had any children that could take over. They approached the local 
authorities to buy the factory. In what could be considered a genuine Spirit of 
Gnosjö, an argument ensued. Some people thought that it was not worth 
spending money on the factory while others supported the idea.  

When the local authorities could not agree upon what to do with Hylténs, 
the Swedish Central Board of National Antiquities was invited to take part in the 
discussion. Following a visit to Hylténs, they decided to support the purchase 
and pledged half the price. To release the money, they set two conditions. The 
first was that the factory should be kept intact. The second was that it should be 
open for visitors. They also agreed to pay half the salary of a caretaker, who 
would function as a guide as well. The local authorities of Gnosjö bought the 
factory. The aim was to preserve a place that was once considered the cradle of a 
unique industrial development process in Sweden. The county museum and the 
local authorities founded the foundation of J E Hylténs Metallvarufabrik in 
Gnosjö. The foundation includes members representing the local trade 
associations in Gnosjö, the union (department Metall 171), representatives of 
the local history association, as well as the founders. The purpose of the 
foundation is to run the museum and document the history of the Hylténs 
factory. Since 1974, the caretaker has been producing small brass bells. There 
have been two caretakers so far. The first, Simon Svensson, spent 70 years at 
Hylténs. When the factory was founded, his father worked there. He also 
worked there until the factory became a museum. For Svensson’s funeral, a man 
composed a song with bell chimes to honor the time Svensson had spent at 
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Hylténs, during which he manufactured bells of brass and told people about the 
history of Hylténs and the region.   

This story clearly illustrates the “Gnosjö way” of doing things. Gnosjö 
managers have always given priority to automatization, but the people 
themselves have always been inventive.  

The story illustrates a duality that is easily identified. While the inhabitants 
defend and protect the history of the region, the norm is to focus on direct 
output. The reason is probably that it is easier to define output when it comes 
to production-oriented industries as compared to service activities and it is 
therefore easier to assess ‘value’ and work. One knows what has been done and 
it is possible to give accounts. These values are embedded in the local culture 
and production-oriented activities are in focus in the region. This explains why 
the community has not given priority to cultural life in Gnosjö. 

Visitors Flock to the Museums 
The second museum in the region is the open-air museum of Töllstorp. Once a 
year the Day of the Water Wheel is arranged here. On this day, visitors to the 
museum can see and learn about the history of the community and its 
industries. Companies manufacture the same products they once did and 
visitors walk around to learn about the past. Many inhabitants in the 
community visit the museum on this day. It is considered one of the annual 
rallies.  

The two museums are also used for pedagogical purposes. All students take 
part in a guided tour of the open-air museum and the Hylténs museum at least 
once during their school life. This is one way the history of the region is 
preserved and myths about the past are created. Besides visiting the museums, 
the schools have also established contacts with the firms in the region through 
guided tours and trips, creating another one of the ways in which the Spirit is 
preserved.  

Spreading knowledge about the past is only one type of activity where the 
museums are involved. Another type of social activity that takes place every 
second week, is that a group of retired men meet in a hall opposite the Hylténs 
museum. The group is part of the historical industry association. The aim of 
the meetings is to make the products that once dominated in the region, using 
old machines. During my time in the field, I came to call the group “the 
tinkers”. They showed me how rat traps and baking tins were produced. They 
took their time to teach me the story of the products. Factories in the region 
donate the machines. Both the region and these machines are seen as part of a 
cultural heritage, representing bygone times. The majority of the men were 
blue-collar workers, and few of them had run their own firms. Every year, they 
have an annual meeting, to which they invite two company owners, who tell 
stories of their firms, how they started, and how they developed over time. The 
annual meetings are held on the upper floor at Hylténs museum, and there is 
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also where “the tinkers” have their coffee breaks to discuss tinkering. During 
the annual meetings, stories from the past as well as the present are told. When 
I listened to the stories and observed the audience, it was obvious that the 
performances were well appreciated by almost everyone present. This is another 
way to preserve the past, and keep a great amount of tacit knowledge alive to be 
passed on to later generations.  

In the room, I experienced the past as something mystified. The feeling was 
special and the past of the region and that of the entrepreneurs was, in a way, 
glorified. On the one hand, it was as if the spirit had created the present almost 
by itself. On the other hand, it looked like they recognized their own roles in 
the process, consciously constructing the Spirit through myths. Through this 
they also preserve the past.  

Almost everyone who was engaged in these activities carried out by the 
historical industry association and the museums was retired. However, many of 
them regularly spent a great deal of time taking care of these non-profit 
activities. This contribution is needed to keep the museums running. Very few 
young people are involved in managing the museums and related activities. 
Many hardly know about the different activities when asked. But tradition has 
it that one has to be involved in this type of activity upon retirement. Over the 
last few decades, however, there have been changes. The range of leisure 
activities has widened in line with social prosperity and now more people have 
summer homes where they spend their spare time. 

Many people in Gnosjö told me that they plan to move permanently to 
their summer homes after retirement. Today, it is no longer obvious that future 
pensioners will be involved in these types of activities. Some of the older 
respondents, now retired, reflected upon this and drew parallels to the time 
when they were young. Few people had access to a car then, and it was not as 
easy to travel as it is today. The infrastructure of society compelled people to 
stay at home. Some people said that they met and interacted more than they do 
today. In those days a great deal of time was spent at coffee meetings, either 
with relatives, friends, or both. However, the inhabitants apparently accepted 
this new development. Today many people would only spend a fraction of their 
spare time in Gnosjö.  

There is a certain duality in this situation. Proximity to beautiful natural 
surroundings provides a market to lure people to Gnosjö. Activities such as 
horse riding, golf, hunting, and fishing are touted as part of life. Still, many 
people talk about plans to move away once retired, saying the reason for living 
in Gnosjö is the job. Many inhabitants flee during weekends to places where 
they say they can relax. To many, the Swedish west coast, one and a half hour’s 
drive away, is an attraction. The short distance makes it possible to dash home 
if something goes wrong with the factory. At the same time, it functions as a 
form of recreation. The majority of the respondents, who talked about 
establishing a second home after retirement, were either business managers or 
ran their own companies. Not many employees chose the same option. This 
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raises the question of who will continue with the non-profit work, such as the 
yearly event of the Water Wheels day, making coffee and baking for the 
historical industry association meetings, etc. The question was persistently 
raised during the time I spent in the field, but there is no obvious solution.   

Gnosjö has a cultural heritage, but the question is if this is taken for granted 
or whether it still attracts enough attention. If it is taken for granted, it might 
be hard for the inhabitants to see all the non-profit activities that are carried 
out. Another question concerns the immigrants and their integration into the 
society and the activities that are part of Gnosjö’s cultural heritage. There are 
no answers to what is in store for Gnosjö. Probably the heritage will still be 
visible, e.g. taught in school, as long as there are people who consider it 
important to the community. Knowledge and awareness of the heritage of the 
region will perhaps keep the myths alive for the future.  

Three Historical Movements 
During the 19th century there were three popular movements in Sweden: the 
revival movement, or the free church movement, the temperance movement, 
and the labor movement. Lundqvist (1977) emphasizes that, in Sweden, the 
temperance movement had more followers during the beginning of the 20th 
century than the revival movement. He writes that the free church movement, 
the temperance movement, and the labor movement had the same numerical 
strength in 1920. Before the labor movement was established the other two 
“had formed organizational forms for being together, but also for joint action 
an influence,” (1977:232). Lundqvist (1977) counts about one third of the 
Swedish population as being associated with such organizations. Industrial 
parishes and towns had the highest susceptibility for the movements 
(Lundqvist, 1977). In general more women joined the revival organizations 
than men. Lundqvist (1977:227) writes: “Socially the men belonged to lower 
middle class and upper working class: small scale manufactures, farmers, and 
skilled workers.” Generally, it was the same social groups that joined the three 
different movements (Lundqvist, 1977). According to Lundqvist (1977), one 
reason for joining was social pressure. This general information is applicable in 
Gnosjö, which already was an industrial parish with small-scale manufacturers. 
Due to the size of its society, social pressure probably already existed in the 
community.  

The three movements, albeit different, had a lot in common and they had a 
role in shaping Gnosjö cultures. They appeared at a time when the 
consumption of alcoholic beverages was very high. Stories in Gnosjö tell how 
these movements saved many lives. 

The religious revivalist movement was the first in the region and had a large 
following. It was also the strongest in the region, which at the time was called 
“the Bible belt”. The appellation was used in reference to the worshippers who 
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walked all the way from Gnosjö to Jönköping to attend a church service or 
meetings. The nonconformist assembly Jönköpings Missionsförening was founded 
in Jönköping in 1853. In 1861 the assembly was reorganized as the Swedish 
Missionary Society. The missionaries went around the Gnosjö region 
proselytising. The assembly advocated unity and liberty. The current daily 
Jönköpings-Posten was originally a Christian and labor magazine with reports on 
the missionaries’ trips and activities. A supplement was issued in Värnamo.  

The temperance movement, or the International Organization of Good 
Templars (IOGT), had many members who belonged to the revivalist 
movement too. It was a uniform group of people who gathered both in the 
assembly and during IOGT meetings5. Stories from the field tell that the 
organization exercised an influence on the labor movement in the community6. 
In 1914 the Social-Democratic Labor Party, a local branch of the Swedish Social-
Democratic Party, was founded in Gnosjö (in Swedish SAP, Socialdemokratiska 
Arbetar Partiet). In 1917 there was a split in the party. The left-wing supporters 
within the party founded the Social-Democratic Left-Wing Party (in Swedish 
Socialdemokratiska vänsterpartiet). A left-wing socialist youth association was 
also founded, for youths from the Social-Democratic Labor Party. In the 
beginning of the 1920s the left-wing socialist youth association was reorganized 
as a Communist club. This club faded out because of inattention. In 1929 the 
Social-Democratic Labor Party founded a youth association in Gnosjö, in 1945 
the Social-Democratic club for women (in Swedish, Socialdemokratiska 
Kvinnoklubben) was founded and in 1947 the brotherhood club.  

The majority of the people, who became members of the socialist party, and 
the communist party, were also members of the temperance movement. The 
political meetings organized in Gnosjö followed the same organizational 
patterns as the IOGT and almost the same agenda. Stories also tell that those 
who founded the trade union movement in the region lost their jobs, since 
there was a great scepticism against the trade union in the community. These 
who lost their jobs either moved on or founded their own firms.   

The history of the communist movement in the community has been 
highlighted in a theatre play. It is also talked about in the region. Many viewed 
it as a paradox for members of a communist movement, maybe also involved in 
the trade movement, to have their own businesses. When asked about this 
contradiction, some elderly inhabitants said that in those days people held their 
managers in high regard and overlooked what others would have seen in a 
negative way. Few joined the trade union movement. Employers and employees 
were all friends, neighbours or relatives and it was hard for employees to 
question their managers.  

Even the inhabitants talk about the trade union movement, though their 
views of it have changed dramatically. While in the past many viewed trade 
                                                 
5 IOGT is an association that promotes temperance, peace and brotherhood.   
6 Information regarding the labor movement originates from an article written for the fiftieth 
anniversary of the local branch of the Swedish Social-Democratic Party in Gnosjö.  
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union membership with disdain, today joining a union is a matter of personal 
opinion. Trade unions and firms in the region cooperate in developing the 
community and improving the quality of life of its inhabitants.  Some 80 
percent of employees belong to a trade union. But still there are a few who see 
the unions in a less favourable manner. These think that there is a gap between 
the monthly salaries of union and non-union members. They believe that 
members of a union are generally paid less than non-members. The reason is 
that the salary of a person affiliated with a trade union is public, which might 
influence the general level of salaries in the region.  

Historically, the salaries in the region have been similar. However, salary 
scales have always been an issue in the region. From interviews with employees 
it became clear that there is a social representation regarding salaries. The 
employees, argued that the Spirit of Gnosjö is a cartel in which the salary issue, 
among others, is discussed and decided. As they see it, business managers in the 
region meet, make plans and decide salary levels. Whatever the managers’ 
arguments, many employees share the view that salaries in the region on average 
are low, lower than the rest of the country. It does not help when managers 
defend themselves, saying that accommodation costs in general are low in 
Gnosjö. Employees in the Gnosjö region compare themselves with others with 
similar occupations elsewhere in Sweden.  

Managers on the other hand, maintain that providing an almost even salary 
scale has spared the region the cut-throat competition to lure skilled and 
unskilled labors. The region suffers from a shortage of labor and the 
discrepancy in salary scale will spur large movement of labor among the firms, 
leading to labor disruptions. However, views are changing and some managers 
now believe that a review of salary structure is one of the tools to keep and 
attract educated and skilled employees in the region. The presence of externally 
owned firms has been the harbinger of change. These companies do not stick to 
the salary level offered by their locally owned counterparts.      

The movements contributed to the development of the region. The standard 
of morals that was established came to function as a guideline for the people 
living and working there. Instead of consuming alcohol, people went to church, 
either to the official Swedish state church or one of the free churches7. The 
church spread knowledge about the Bible. When explanations for the regional 
development are given, these movements are usually mentioned for their vital 
role in laying down the values and norms the region is reputed for. The history 
of Gnosjö tells us about the Gnosjö of today.  

                                                 
7 The official Swedish church was until the first of January 2000 the Church of Sweden. The 
Church of Sweden was a state church, and was funded by a special levy, church tax. People in 
Sweden who are born to parents belonging to the Church of Sweden automatically become 
members of the church. A free church, on the other hand, does not follow the Swedish state and 
its members are not automatically born into the church. The church is funded by gifts, tithes and 
collections from its members. 
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New Influences in the Community of Gnosjö 
Over the last few decades, the community of Gnosjö has changed. The number 
of immigrants has increased, the amount of externally owned companies has 
risen, and there has also been an increase in sell offs. 

Historically, Gnosjö was fairly isolated until industrial development 
attracted large groups of immigrants to the community. After the World War 
II, a large group of Baltic people came to Gnosjö, and during the 1980s, a 
group of Chinese boat refugees from Vietnam landed there. Many Finns also 
moved to Gnosjö for employment. Recently, there has also been a surge in 
immigration. Today about 26 percent of the people living in the municipality 
of Gnosjö are immigrants. To see which countries the immigrants originate 
from please see appendix 4.1. Immigrants can easily get a job in Gnosjö due to 
the lack of labor. The community is fairly segregated. There is even a small 
Chinatown in Gnosjö, where apartments are mainly occupied by Chinese 
immigrants who have their own shops in the center of the town.  

Most immigrants are employed in Gnosjö, where demand for labor is high. 
The manufacturing industry demands a high degree of tacit knowledge, which 
cannot be transferred without well-developed language skills. During my year 
in Gnosjö, managers told me that there were problems concerning employing 
immigrants who do not have enough skills in the Swedish language, especially 
when providing documents is part of the job position. Many companies have to 
meet quality regulations under the standards organization ISO, and this 
certificate demands documentation of different production processes. Many 
companies provide Swedish courses for immigrants at the factory; however, 
language remains a barrier. During my stay, immigrants declined interviews 
simply because they could not express themselves in Swedish. 

Parents have told me that in the past their children were very interested in 
class-mates from other countries. However, the curiosity has changed over time 
and foreign newcomers are today not perceived as different, as was the case 
when immigrants first flocked to Gnosjö. Immigrant children learn to adapt to 
life in society more easily than their parents because of the language skills they 
gain in school. I was told that people still lead segregated lives, and marriages, 
for example, usually take place within ethnic groups.  

A religious association asked the local authorities to erect a Buddha statue 
for Buddhist immigrants and they agreed to put up the statue. The main 
argument for allowing the statue was that religious freedom is guaranteed by 
law in Sweden. The argument against the statue was more defensive – the 
agreement will set a precedent and the local authorities will have to accept other 
applications in future.  

Gnosjö could be interpreted as a localized and sometimes isolated 
community. People living in Gnosjö live locally, i.e. engaged in daily local 
activities and issues. While the region acts on a local level, it also acts globally. 
One such example is the way people in Gnosjö relate themselves to countries 
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such as Japan and the United States. These are countries the region compares 
itself with and considers to be competitors. Japan has served as a model for 
Gnosjö. Japan has always been successful regarding production-oriented 
industries and automatization processes. Automatization is an important issue 
in Gnosjö because of the lack of workforce, and to survive, automatization has 
been a must.  

Wendeberg (1982:24) emphasizes that in Gnosjö, as well as in the United 
States, one is allowed to show a healthy self-esteem. However, one is not 
allowed to become ostentatious or arrogant. The Statue of Liberty is situated on 
the main street in the neighbourly town of Anderstorp and I was told that the 
people fly the American flag at home. Furthermore, when Big Bengt 
constructed the amusement park High Chaparral the Wild West of America 
inspired him. In the United States as well as in Gnosjö cars play an important 
role in society and so does the church. People use their cars on a daily basis, 
even if it only is for about two hundred meters.  

Another glocality perspective of Gnosjö is the characteristic of industrial 
districts. Firms tend to “trade with the whole world, but the core of knowledge 
and production remains local” (Castilla et al. 2000:223).  
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Chapter 5  
The Business Firm as an Arena 

Business Life in Gnosjö 
The business firms and their owner-managers are central in the grand narrative 
of the Spirit of Gnosjö. Many social activities in Gnosjö center on the impact 
firms have on life in the community. The firms are, no doubt, important for 
understanding the Spirit of Gnosjö. The majority of the attention the region 
receives by the media is about its flourishing business life. The high number of 
firms in relation to the inhabitants and the low level of unemployment are two 
factors that are usually mentioned (see chapter one).  

In this chapter the reader is invited to visit three different firms. The first is 
a family firm, owned and run by the second and third generation of family 
members. The second is a firm acquired by a non-founder family and is now 
run as a family firm. The third is a firm acquired by external owners. The three 
firms illustrate different types of ownership structures since one has been 
inherited, one has been acquired by a family and one has been acquired by 
external owners.1  

The all-embracing empirical questions focused on in this chapter are: What 
can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö with the perspective of the business 
firm as an arena? How does the firm influence daily life in the community? The 
answers to these questions are summarized in a discussion at the end of this 
chapter.  

With the three firms as a foundation, a number of issues are introduced. 
These are: external ownership, higher education, gender, immigration, being an 
employee, and being unemployed in Gnosjö. The issues are related to 
challenges the business life in Gnosjö faces today, they were recurrently 
discussed in the field, and they play an important role in creating understanding 
about Gnosjö and its Spirit. The issues reflect different perspectives, for 
example the perspective of the employees in Gnosjö and the perspective of the 
owner-managers in Gnosjö.  

At the very end of this chapter, a cultural perspective applied to the insights 
gained from the different issues, is presented and elaborated on further. The 
discussion illustrates how cultures are constructed across and beyond 
organizational boundaries, in different arenas, and, furthermore, some 

                                                 
1 In the methodological chapter the inherited firm is identified as case two, the acquired firm as 
case three and the firm acquired by an investment firm as case five. 
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inconsistencies that emerge regarding the Spirit of Gnosjö. This discussion 
shows that different people in Gnosjö hold on to different norms and values.   

The First Arena, a Family Firm Owned and Run by the Second 
and Third Generations  
This story is about a family owned firm in Gnosjö that has stayed within the 
same family for three generations. Two entrepreneurs, who were brothers-in-
law, founded the firm in 1946. One of them is still alive and parts of this story 
are based on what he has told me about his life. We met at different times 
during my period in Gnosjö and we usually had a chat when we saw each other.   

He told me that the main reason for starting was envy. He thought that if 
others could manage he could as well, just like some of his friends had at that 
time and by looking at them he could see that it was possible. Moreover, one of 
them actually encouraged him to start. The Second World War was over and 
the market demanded products. There was a market for almost everything the 
firms could produce. Before they founded the firm he and his wife worked at a 
foundry. They made the decision to save one of their salaries in order to get the 
initial capital for starting a firm.  

He started a foundry together with his sister-in-law’s husband. He had 
experience from the foundry while his brother-in-law had experience with 
producing tools. Eventually they realised that they could work up the products. 
This was the starting point of what later became the company that exists today. 
The two business partners complemented each other well. His brother-in-law 
was a skilled technician and could apply technical innovations to the products. 
He himself took the role as the salesman. Others told me that he was a clever 
businessman who enjoyed selling and was good at it. Putting energy into selling 
meant that the company grew, they acquired new customers, and gradually they 
were able to expand. 

One Generation Leaves, Another Takes Over 
In 1969, his business partner died at the age of 50. He had two sons and one of 
them had been working in the company for four years. This son took over his 
father’s role in the company, and at present he is the CEO of the company. It is 
a company that is considered by many to be a more traditional Gnosjö 
company. This firm has made the same journey as a great number of other 
family owned firms in Gnosjö. Of the three stories presented, this is probably 
the one that most readers would associate with Gnosjö and the Spirit of 
Gnosjö.  

The present CEO told me that he grew up at the company. He spent his 
first years in a cradle at the factory and was there during his toddler years as 
well. When he was old enough he started to work there during summer 
vacations. He then went on to elementary school in Gnosjö, junior high school 
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in Värnamo, and the technical gymnasium2 in Borås. Upon completion of his 
military service, he started to work fulltime at the company. It was the 20th of 
March 1965. He remembers the day well. He started as an engineer and since 
the company did not have any drawings he started to construct these. When 
listening to the stories he told it is obvious that the firm was dear to his heart. 

At the age of 63, the other founder of the company decided to retire. He left 
the firm on the first of January in 1976. Since neither of his daughters nor their 
husbands wanted to take over the firm, he decided to sell his part. The sons of 
his business partner bought him out and they became joint owners of the 
company. By then the company had 70 employees.  

Running a Family Owned Firm in Gnosjö 
Some of the advantages of family owned firms according to the CEO are that 
the owners live close to their company, they know the company well, and they 
show a great interest in it. Business-owner managers of family owned firms have 
a more familiar approach to the business and to the community in which they 
operate, and they focus on their employees. Business life and private life are 
interwoven and one has to be careful about how one acts. He stressed that one 
has to avoid burning bridges. Furthermore, one does not want to destroy 
anything. He said: 

“One lives close to the firm and the employees, which implies that one does 
not want to do anything that destroys the community, my home is three 
hundred meters away from my factory.” 

For him the Spirit of Gnosjö is about the proximity to others, a proximity that 
makes knowledge transfer between different actors possible. People start to 
work in the local firms when they are young and are therefore not afraid of 
working with technically oriented tasks. They get used to it. He stressed that in 
Gnosjö you are surrounded by people you cooperate with, but also with people 
you compete with. It is a hard climate. He said:  

“Sometimes there are fights with burnish weapons. But on the other hand, 
you know who knows what when you need to know something. Information 
and knowledge is only a telephone call away. That is what the Spirit of 
Gnosjö is about.” 

I experienced the cooperation between local firms when I spent time in another 
firm located nearby (case number one in table 3.3). The two companies were in 
the same line of business and cooperated. During my time in the other 
company (case number one) we passed by this company to borrow tools and to 
return tools, in a “truly” Gnosjö manner. When they knew that we would be 
coming by they put the tools in a special place for us outside.  

                                                 
2 The Swedish gymnasium is comparable with senior high school in USA.  
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The Third Generation Takes Over 
Both of the owners who are involved in the firm today have children. The 
CEO, who is the elder brother, has two sons who work in the company. The 
children of the other owner are still too young and it is not granted that they 
want to work in the company. The elder son of the CEO received his degree in 
engineering at the University of Jönköping. Thereafter, he started to work in 
the company. When asking him what the Spirit of Gnosjö means for him, he 
said:  

“It is a network of people who cooperate. It is a network without boundaries. 
Neither are there any religious boundaries nor any business-related 
boundaries. People act in the interest of the community. Even if it was not 
the intention from the beginning, it turns out to be in the interest of the 
community. But, some cooperation is more superficial. There is an inner 
circle when it comes to certain questions, such as certain questions regarding 
businesses, for example firm acquisitions and business matters that involve a 
certain degree of prestige and money. One is perceived as a strong actor when 
one shows that one is independent of the local community.” 

He also stressed that there is social control, it is not accepted, for example, to 
drive under the influence of alcohol. Neither is it socially accepted to drink on 
weekdays since alcohol might influence working capacity.  

The Future of the Firm 
Nobody can tell what will happen with this firm in the future. If the children of 
the younger brother decide to join the firm, the ownership structure will be 
complex and first cousins will run the company. If both founders would have 
had children who had joined the firm, it would have already been run by first 
cousins in its second generation of ownership. There are examples of firms 
where the change of ownership has imposed problems. Retired family members 
keep their ownership stocks in the firm instead of selling them back to the 
company. They want the firm to continue as before and resist major changes. 
Thereby they become obstacles for the future development and instead of 
taking into consideration what would be the best for the firm, they act in their 
own interests.  

The Second Arena, a Firm Acquired by a Family, A Dream 
Come True  
The second story is about two firms that have been acquired by a family. The 
two firms have changed ownership structure a couple of times; however, like 
other firms in the region, the firms were founded by local entrepreneurs. An 
investment firm acquired both of the firms, but since the profile of the 
companies did not suit the portfolio of the investment firm, these were sold to a 
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group of entrepreneurs. The firms went into liquidation and one of the 
entrepreneurs, Kalle, was given the option of buying and reconstructing them.  

This story is about Kalle and his family and their journey towards becoming 
the owners of two firms. He and his wife have three sons, who all work in the 
company, and over the last few years the family has grown to include 
grandchildren.  

Kalle’s Life as an Employee 
Kalle was born into a family whose income relied on a horse-drawn carriage. 
His father moved to Hillerstorp from Värnamo while Kalle still was a young 
man. His mother died shortly after his birth. His father lived with his second 
wife when Kalle moved to Hillerstorp. Kalle spent seven years at school and 
took up his first job when he was 14 years old at a local company, today one of 
Hillerstorp’s major firms. He worked there for two years. Thereafter he started 
to work at another firm. Hardworking and diligent, he was promoted to a 
salesman and soon after he became a foreman. For a short period of time he 
worked as a salesperson for another company. At 22 he was made manager of a 
small mechanical factory and he stayed there for three years. He was at the local 
authorities for seven years, working with the water purification plant and the 
sewage treatment work. He was then approached by the firm where he had held 
his first position to become the production manager. Kalle accepted their offer 
and was later moved to the technical department and finally to the personnel 
office. He worked for the company for 14 years. In 1989, he was offered the 
position as the CEO of another local firm, owned by a regional investment firm 
and operating locally. During his tenure, the firm merged with another local 
company.  

According to Kalle, there is a lot to be gained from being the CEO of an 
externally owned company that belongs to a group of companies. He believes it 
is an advantage to work closely with other people who belong to the same 
group, who talk about similar issues, and who live in a similar situation. 
However, there are disadvantages too. For him it was both an insider and an 
outsider situation. As an insider, he was part of the community for which he 
cared and wished the best. As an outsider, he had to work for a company that 
was not locally owned. Boards of investment companies expect high turnovers 
and high profits. Some of their decisions usually do not reflect what is best for 
the community and the region, according to Kalle. He said:  

“One receives an empty sack in the beginning of the year and one is supposed 
to fill it during the year. At the end of the year one hands it over to the 
investment firm. The responsibility weighs heavily upon the CEO. As long as 
the firm grows it is okay, one receives an encouraging pat on the back, but 
during depressions it is hard.”  

Most of the CEOs employed by investment firms commute from cities such as 
Borås, Växjö, Värnamo, and Jönköping and are not expected to represent the 
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community’s interests as native managers would. Some of these CEOs only 
spend a couple of years there and then they move on to other firms within the 
group.  

Social Dilemmas  
When the firm where Kalle held the position as the CEO merged with another 
local firm, Kalle experienced how two different cultures met, interacted and 
merged. Two management boards became one, and two groups merged into 
one group. In a small community, most of those who worked at the two 
companies had good friends in the other company, making the process personal 
and difficult. A consequence of the merger was that many workers lost their 
jobs, which implied that there were social dilemmas attached to the process of 
the merger. Kalle was in charge of the process and had to inform people about 
the decisions made. He sensed that people were talking about him behind his 
back. Stories about the merger, whether good or bad, were circulating in the 
community.  

He still feels regret for some of the decisions that made others think that he 
was betraying them, but he had no choice. He had to cut the workforce even if 
he knew that the people who were laid off would find it hard to get new jobs 
since the region was in the throes of recession at the time. The executive in 
charge of the merger, living outside the region, was not directly affected by the 
social consequences. Kalle said that it would have been easier for an outsider to 
carry out a merger. Kalle knew the people and had strong sentiments towards 
the community and its social networks. He was one of them, part of the 
community and concerned about its well-being. He had friends, family and 
colleagues whose daily and social lives were affected by what happened. A 
merger demands resources. It is costly and consumes a lot of energy. The 
process had a direct bearing on everyday life and in Kalle’s words:  

“It is easier for a person who does not live in the community. It is easy to act 
in a rational way when one does not live in the community. It is easy to be 
far away and give employees notice. I am so close to the people concerned. I 
meet them in the grocery store, we spend time together during weekends, 
either with them or with some of their friends, it is another feeling. It gets 
under your skin.” 

Kalle explained that external ownership is perceived as a crucial problem, with 
one exception, when there is money to earn and the community develops as a 
result. Everything goes smoothly as long as there is a demand for the products 
manufactured. Problems and difficulties arise once the demand shifts, then 
restructuring starts.    
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A New Era  
When the merger was completed, in 1991, Kalle was given the chance to buy 
three companies that belonged to the investment firm. He, along with other 
entrepreneurs, bought the companies. The group dropped out and Kalle had to 
either sell the firms or purchase his partners’ shares. In January 1998, Kalle and 
his family became the sole owners and a dream came true.  

Today, the family has two companies, which employ about 120 workers. 
One of the companies is situated in Hillerstorp and the other in Marås, a tiny 
village between Gnosjö and Hillerstorp. A main road connects Hillerstorp with 
Gnosjö. Forests and small cliffs line the road and the village of Marås is located 
half-way through. A native of Marås founded the company in 1929. Marås is 
distinctive and different from both Hillerstorp and Gnosjö. One characteristic 
of the village Marås is the extensive farming. Compared to the rest of the 
region, the land in Marås is fertile. The inhabitants of Marås work in factories 
such as Kalle’s firm in order to supplement their income.    

Owning and running a firm has endowed Kalle with the feeling of creating 
something that lasts. He does not think owner-managers live comfortable lives: 
“You pay with blood, sweat and tears”. Salary and money are not everything to 
him, rather it is the experience of finally being able to do what once was 
considered part of a fantasy that appeals to him. In his opinion what matters is 
the freedom of being in charge and the challenge to improve.   

There are role models in the community, people who have established and 
developed a firm and who have more or less similar backgrounds. Only a few of 
them have a university degree and the great majority have started without any 
financial resources apart from the orders they had. Spin-off firms often work for 
companies where the owner-managers were employed before founding their 
own firms. To live, work and run a firm is something special for Kalle. In his 
eyes, it is about:   

“cooperation and an awareness that other people are in the same situation. It 
is about help and networking. You help others and you know that one day 
you will need help yourself and that those you helped one day will come to 
your aide.”  

The Spirit of Gnosjö, according to Kalle, represents a covert understanding that 
prospers when working together. Companies in Gnosjö cooperate and put the 
free capacity in the machine line at the disposal of those in need. Networks play 
a significant role and Kalle has always considered himself part of them.  

Different Arenas – Different Networks 
It is common that owner-managers take an active responsibility in communal 
activities. Kalle has held a local political status in Gnosjö and he has been 
responsible for the local trade association.  
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There is a lot of tension and stress in a owner-manager’s life according to Kalle. 
There is always an element of risk involved when buying a company. However, 
Kalle says that he was not alone because he had his family. He also stresses the 
role that church organizations and sports associations play in Gnosjö. Kalle has 
been a Pentecostalist3 for a long time and he feels that going to church facilitates 
life in the community, by serving as an arena for networking where a newcomer 
can easily become part of the congregation and the community. The church 
also offers security and stability while members of the congregation feel equal 
no matter how different and diverse they are. Sport associations, in Kalle’s view, 
play more or less a similar role. A CEO usually brings along his children to the 
club where they and their parents mingle with others. Owner-managers, 
managers, and employees of different firms interact with each other. What 
otherwise distinguishes them almost vanishes in the church or in a sports 
association. At these types of meeting places, mutual understanding is 
developed among the members of the community.  

Sometimes he tries to visualize what life would be like if he sold the 
company. Occasionally, the idea occurs to him, but he has not thought of it 
seriously. He does not have a clear picture of what will happen to him without 
his business. Running a family owned company has been a life-long dream, 
which finally come true. Why not live with it then?  

Drawbacks of the Spirit of Gnosjö   
Kalle believes the Spirit of Gnosjö has its own shortcomings. He thinks people 
work too much. Business onwner-managers in his opinion run their firms in the 
traditional Gnosjö manner. Technically, they are not always that developed. 
Some do not even have a board of directors, which means no external input at 
all. The owner-managers, according to Kalle, avoid development and expansion 
as long as they churn out a profit, regardless of how much effort they put into 
it. They think being profitable is enough and for them that is what the Spirit is 
about. Kalle reckons that there is a feeling of self-righteousness in the region. It 
is good to have unanimity when deciding to do something, but what would 
happen if people were more critical and they thought and acted in different 
ways? Changes press for development and vice versa. The most dangerous 
situation is one that is stagnant, with no changes, when the community reaches 
the stage where it sees no further room for development. Company growth 
provides an opportunity for different people to interact and learn from each 
other. Kalle gives the example of his mentor, an entrepreneur in the community 
who has been part of establishing a couple of firms. He has taught Kalle a lot 
and has undeniably provided guidance.    

There could be a risk that the Spirit of Gnosjö is just a label and has nothing 
to do with networking. There are many fine firms, but this may not mean that 
they all live up to the Spirit of Gnosjö. In that case the Spirit, characterised by a 

                                                 
3 Member of the Swedish Pingstkyrkan. 
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culture of close networks, would have lost some of it past values. A company 
with a high growth rate is one where different people interact and learn from 
each other.  

Gnosjö, in his eyes, should resist becoming like the rest of Sweden. 
Sometimes he fears that people want to apply the patterns of big firms and 
economies of scale. According to him, that is not Gnosjö. Gnosjö is the 
opposite, small family owned companies with a genuine interest in the people, 
the community, the region, and its future.  

Running a Firm – a Way of Life 
Most important in Kalle’s life is his family - his wife, his sons and their families. 
When speaking about their perceptions of the Spirit of Gnosjö, they all use 
almost the same words as Kalle. They talk about networks, cooperation, and 
collaboration. His oldest son also says that it is about working as much as 
possible for as little money as possible, a slogan frequently cited by the 
employees. He laughed when he uttered what many consider a Gnosjö adage.  

Running a firm is a way of life according to Kalle. He says: 

“When I go to the kiosk to buy a newspaper, I pass by the office. Private life 
and business life are interwoven. Those managers who do not live in the 
community have another perspective on their private life, when they leave the 
community they are free. We who live here are never free. But, it is not 
altogether either a good or a bad thing.”  

Kalle and his sons represent the generation of company owners who still think 
their status is no different at all from others. However, they said that this is 
liable to change due to the swelling external ownership in the community. To 
live and run a firm in the Gnosjö region is a way of life, something one has 
chosen, and something one is proud of. The firm is the arena, around which life 
is organized.   

The Third Arena, a Firm Acquired by a Local Industrial Group    
The third story is about a firm that was founded by three entrepreneurs in 
1945.  In 1983 a local industrial group acquired the firm. The local industrial 
group was acquired in 1995, by another industrial group. In 2000, fifty percent   
of the industrial group was sold to a Dutch industrial consortium. The 
remaining fifty percent was sold in 2001. This is one of the companies that is 
internationally owned in the community. This arena is especially interesting 
since it illustrates how the local industrial group Gnosjö-Börsen was founded 
and its role. The intention of the group was to keep local ownership of the 
regional firms, and the process was that the group acquired those regional firms 
that were put on the market for sale. Already at this time, external ownership, 
i.e. owners that were situated outside the region, was considered a threat. 
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A Historical Flashback 
Three entrepreneurs founded the company that is situated in Hillerstorp. One 
of the founders fell in love with the daughter of his business partner and 
married her. Since two of the founders became relatives through the marriage, 
one family was in charge of the majority of the stocks. The third business 
partner sold his part in the 1950s. Consequently the other two founders, who 
by now were father and son-in-law, ran the company. When the father died in 
1972, there was a shift of ownership. The stocks were passed on to the three 
children of the deceased founder. By now there were four different actors from 
three different households owning stocks in the company. One family held the 
majority of the shares. When one of the brothers-in-law decided to leave his 
stocks, the two remaining families took them over. The family consisting of the 
original founder now included two sons and owned 65 percent of the stocks. 
The other family owned the rest.  

Gnosjö-Börsen, a Local Industrial Group4 
The next shift in the ownership structure took place in 1983, when the 
company was sold to the local industrial group Gnosjö-Börsen5, which had 
recently been founded by local managers. The purpose of founding the 
company was to keep as many companies as possible in local hands by limiting 
ownership by investors from outside the region. The two founders of the 
industrial group asked other persons who were willing to invest to join the new 
company. The long-term objective was to list the company on the stock market.   

Some 15 private investors came forward. On the same day the company was 
officially founded, they acquired all the stocks of a local firm situated in Tyngel, 
outside Hillerstorp. Three weeks later the firm acquired the Hillerstorp firm, 
presented above. Those owner-managers willing to sell were offered A-stocks in 
Gnosjö-Börsen as well as money.   

Gnosjö-Börsen was assured that the former owners would stay on as the 
CEO of the acquired firms and the majority of them stayed for a long time. 
This was also the case in the firm presented above. So, even if the company was 
sold, it was run by a CEO who knew the local culture and the local networks. 
This implied that takeovers would not lead to revolutionary changes. Life in the 
acquired companies went on almost as before. To keep control, the original 
founders encouraged family owned companies to choose the local industrial 
group when selling their companies.  

A Period of Uncertainty and Change 
When a new firm was acquired by Gnosjö-Börsen the employees who worked 
in the acquired firm were offered the chance to be part owners through a new 

                                                 
4 I use the word industrial group since it is the word the company uses, even if the word 
investment firm probably would be a more suitable word.  
5 Gnosjö-Börsen has the double meaning of purse or stock exchange of Gnosjö. 
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stock issue. The idea was to increase the employee’s interest for the company 
and for the industrial group. In October 1988, Gnosjö-Börsen was quoted at 
the stock exchange of Stockholm on the O-list6, but problems surfaced soon 
after the registration. Apart from the shareholder agreement, there was no 
written contract between holders of A-stocks and Gnosjö-Börsen. 
Unexpectedly, about half of the A-stock holders decided to sell their shares. The 
rest wanted to continue. Because they were A-stocks, the clause of offer of first 
refusal was applied. Then the stockholders looked for external purchasers. 
Those who wanted to sell were a strong block of shares. In order to buy back 
the stocks, Gnosjö-Börsen needed financial capital. New financiers were 
approached and a new holding company, Gnosjö Holding, was founded, which 
purchased all A-stocks on offer. In 1990, Gnosjö Holding had the strongest 
block of shares in Gnosjö-Börsen. Gnosjö Holding had nothing to do with 
Gnosjö-Börsen. It was just a firm founded to solve the ownership problem of 
Gnosjö-Börsen. The people involved in Gnosjö-Börsen wanted to stay in their 
positions and they wanted to keep the control local. 

In 1992, the Swedish currency lost its stability and Gnosjö-Börsen 
conducted part of its business in foreign currency. The weak Swedish crown led 
to a fall in revenue and money was lost. With a sluggish stock market, it was 
hard to find new financers. It was even harder to get new investors as the future 
of Gnosjö-Börsen itself was now shrouded in uncertainty. The shareholders 
who kept their stocks were those with positions in Gnosjö-Börsen or the 
companies acquired by it. They were keen to preserve the status-quo, but the 
shear volume of A-stocks on offer was a real danger, threatening not only their 
jobs but also their own stocks.   

In 1993 Gnosjö-Börsen changed its name to Gnosjö-Gruppen7. The name 
Gnosjö-Börsen had to be changed to pave the way for stock market registration 
on the A-list instead of the O-list, since the Swedish stock exchange has a 
registered firm under Stockholm stock exchange. In the same period Hidef8, 
today Gunnebo, became a partner in Gnosjö-Gruppen.   

When Gnosjö Holding acquired the A-stocks, it did not have the liquidity 
to do so, therefore the money was borrowed and interest was accumulating. 
The bank took over the stocks and sold them to Vätterleden Invest9, a company 
owned by the Jönsson family. In 1993 Gunnebo, formerly known as Hidef, had 
a 25 percent stake in Gnosjö-Gruppen, following a new share issue.  

In 1994 Hidef offered to buy all of Vätterleden Invest’s stocks in Gnosjö-
Gruppen. The company also offered to buy Gnojsö-Gruppen’s shares in the 

                                                 
6 The O-list was the inofficial "observation list" for companies that have applied for entrance but 
have not yet been admitted on the stock exchange and it’s a-list.   
7 In English: The group of Gnosjö. The name Gnosjö-Gruppen is also used internationally. 
8 When the wage-earners' investment funds were abolished in Sweden, two companies were 
founded, Atee and Bure. Each company had three subsidiaries that were development companies. 
Hidef was one of them. Those companies were capitalized with money from the funds and were 
supposed to act as venture capitalists, through minority posts in Swedish companies.    
9 A local industrial group. 
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hands of individuals. Hidef managed to acquire 90 percent of the stocks, and 
Gnosjö-Gruppen became a subsidiary. In 1995 Hidef also bought Gunnebo, 
then a company operating on the west coast of Sweden. Hidef not only bought 
Gunnebo but also acquired its name. Five years later, in 2000, Gunnebo sold 
Gnosjö-Gruppen to a Dutch company, Schuttersveld, ushering in the start of a 
new era in Gnosjö. 

For a period of time, the local CEO continued his position but was 
eventually replaced. During the period before the merger and during the initial 
phase uncertainty could be discerned among the employees and among local 
owner-managers. People expressed a worry about the risk that the parent 
company, Schuttersveld, would move the enterprise abroad. During the phase 
when Schuttersveld acquired the company, marketing material about the 
company was available, but the leaflet was in English, which was an obstacle for 
many.  

It is interesting to note that even if Gnosjö-Börsen was an industrial group, 
the local actors did not consider it to be an external owner. Rather, external 
ownership is equated with ownership that is not local. 

Issues Highlighted when Emphasizing the 
Business Firm as an Arena 
Issues that the three arenas together with complementing information gave 
utterance to are: external ownership, higher education, gender, immigration, 
being an employee, and being unemployed in Gnosjö. The issue of external 
ownership is emphasized in the three stories above and so are the relationships 
between the employers and the employees in Gnosjö. In the second story Kalle 
depicts Gnosjö as a closely united community, where everybody knows each 
other and where the owner-managers take on responsibility for the community 
and its inhabitants. The remaining issues are not salient in the three stories 
above but important for understanding the business firm as an arena. The 
attitude towards higher education became prominent when I spent time in the 
firms, especially when I spent time in the firm that was externally owned. Since 
about one fourth of the inhabitants in Gnosjö are immigrants this issue also 
became evident in the companies. All of the companies I spent time in had a 
mixed workforce. Spending time in the different companies also made me see 
the role of the women. Most women worked on the assembly line or with 
administration, and in most of the cases it was obvious that their positions in 
the companies were predetermined. Finally, since working life, generally 
speaking, has such a dominant role in daily life in Gnosjö, the issue of 
unemployment became evident.   
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External Ownership 
The issue of ownership, whether by a local or external actor, has been a salient 
feature in the stories presented above. External ownership is one of the topics 
most people in Gnosjö had opinions about and it is an issue that engaged many 
emotionally. The consequences and impact externally owned companies have 
on the local culture was one of the main topics discussed and people feared that 
external ownership will lead to major changes.  

The discussion below is structured into four different parts: (1) why do 
people sell their companies to external investment firms, (2) positive aspects 
regarding external ownership, (3) negative aspects regarding external ownership, 
and (4) consequences of external ownership. What one person considers 
positive aspects can be considered negative by others. Nor is it evident that a 
person is fully without reservation to external ownership. The reason for 
clarifying distinctions between positive and negative aspects is to give voice to 
those who are critical towards external ownership as well as to those who are 
positive towards it, thus attempting to grasp the ambiguity of this issue.   

Why Do People Sell their Companies to External Investment Firms? 
Listening to the stories told, it is obvious that there are different reasons for the 
increasing sale of local firms. Generally speaking there are two main arguments 
articulated by owner-managers. A Swedish tax law promulgated in the 1980s 
added to the financial problems the companies were already facing and 
prompted many owners to sell. The family’s wealth and fortune were put under 
the hammer of the taxman. Selling was found to be one solution to get rid of a 
financial crunch. Another motive to sell is the absence of an heir to take over 
the family company. The presence of too many heirs is also a reason to sell, as a 
smooth succession would become increasingly difficult. It is not unusual that 
owner-managers say that they do not wish their children a life likes their own. 
This way of life entails too much work.   

It also happens that owner-managers say that they want to sell a company 
because it has a good value on the market. Finally, it must be remembered that 
the majority of the firms sold have reached a certain size and at this stage the 
owner-managers may have lacked knowledge about how to run the firm. The 
simple fact of the matter is that the firm has become too big to handle. Local 
owner-managers started selling their business in the 1980s. The first investment 
firms, or industrial groups, to set foot in Gnosjö were Finnveden and Gnosjö-
Börsen, both founded with the purpose to act in the region. 

Positive Aspects Regarding External Ownership 
External investment companies operate on a level that is different from that 
usually followed by locally owned firms. This is evident for many managers, 
both owner-managers and managers of externally owned firms. Some consider 
this an advantage for the region and underline the significance of new resources, 
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which become available through investments made by the external firms. A 
number of the companies acquired in the early phase, late 70s and early 80s, 
have had a positive development and these function as models for many when 
discussing external ownership.  

For some it is obvious that the local companies need the resources that the 
externally owned firms can add, financially as well as in terms of relations and 
networking contacts offered. Externally owned firms, unlike local counterparts, 
provide the added value of their already established links with global markets. 
The ability is bound to be of benefit to firms taken over by external investors 
whose ultimate aim is usually to give their businesses a global dimension. An 
employee in an externally owned firm said:  

”I am positive towards external ownership. The reason is that it might be 
hard for a company to establish itself on an international market with 
international competition. This is something that becomes easier if it is part 
of a context, such as an industrial group.”  

For many, the presence of external actors do not seem to arouse concern as long 
as it leads to the development of the industry. A group of people who are 
positive towards external ownership consists of those who have sold their 
companies to external firms and stayed on afterwards. The CEO in the third 
story presented above said:  

“To be part of Gnosjö-Gruppen has been very educational. Moreover, it has 
been fun and rewarding to be part of a supportive group.”  

Another former CEO, who had also sold a family owned company, said:  

“I sold it in 1979 and stayed as the CEO until 1987. It was a great time 
even though I did not own it. We respected each other. But, it is not hard to 
be friendly as long as the company grows and develops.” 

A similar opinion was expressed in the second story above, when Kalle stressed 
the advantage of working within an externally owned firm. He considered it an 
advantage to work closely with other people who belonged to the same 
industrial group, who talked about similar issues and lived in similar situations.  

Negative Aspects Regarding External Ownership 
The voices expressing negative opinions about external ownership are strong. 
One reason is most likely that many feel emotionally engaged. People I talked 
with generally tended to equate external ownership with closing-down firms in 
order to affect economics. They considered themselves to be pawns in the game 
and not able to affect their own situation. To my knowledge, up to now, no 
firm has been closed down in Gnosjö in order to affect economics. This has 
happened in the neighboring municipalities and it is an issue frequently 
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addressed in the media, which probably has influenced many people’s pre-
understanding about the phenomenon of external ownership. 

People articulated the risk that managers of externally owned firms, who do 
not originate from the region, never become part of the local networks. The 
same person who above argued that he had a great time during the years he 
stayed as the CEO, when his firm was bought up by an investment firm, also 
said:  

“Managers who do not come from the region are not aware of the rules of the 
game. If they have not gotten to know the culture from the inside they do not 
see it. Managers who are appointed by external investment firms and who do 
not originate from the region live in the world of large-scale production. They 
have never seen the small company.”  

People who have lived in the community their entire lives often view the 
running of a firm from a social perspective. For them, the survival of the 
community and the availability of job opportunities are the most important. 
CEOs of family owned firms have the impression that external owners mainly 
focus on profits. Investments are planned by the parent company and the 
subsidiary company is the doer, carrying out the activities planned by the parent 
company. This scenario is different from that of the family owned firms in 
Gnosjö.  

There is a preconceived idea among local owner-managers that their 
counterparts of investment owned firms only stay in the region for a couple of 
years, as part of their career. According to the locals they never fully commit to 
the region and its business life. It is possible to identify managers of an 
externally owned firm who have moved there as well as managers who have 
decided to commute, often for family reasons.   

When listening to stories told by local owner-managers, it became obvious 
that business life and social life is interwoven in Gnosjö. When locals stress 
external ownership as a threat to the local culture they do not necessarily only 
mean business life but also the life outside the firm. The following story about 
the local Post Office and the story about Haga, the local inn in Hillerstorp, 
illustrates this.  

When the local Post Office in Hillerstorp was closed down, outsiders in the 
community did not contribute to local efforts to reopen it, according to a local 
owner-manager. This was not strange for him since for those who did not live 
in Hillerstorp the Post Office did not have the symbolic value the natives of 
Hillerstorp associated it with. Historically, the Post Office has been a meeting 
point for owner-managers in the community. They were inclined to pick up 
their mail around almost the same time and used the occasion to exchange 
greetings, ideas and information. It was a natural meeting place for day-to-day 
networking and a person would naturally not care about this if unaware of its 
existence.   
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The other story is about the local inn Haga, situated in Hillerstorp. Owner-
managers of Hillerstorp-based companies decided to invest in a common 
project, a local inn. At that time Hillerstorp did not host any lunch restaurant 
and many missed it. So, during a monthly breakfast meeting in Hillerstorp, 
arranged by the local trade association, the decision to restore the local inn 
Haga was made. The plan was that the local firms would sponsor the project, 
and the amount of money they would invest depended on the number of 
employees in each firm. Most private owned firms agreed to this, but it was 
harder to convince the managers of the externally owned firms since their 
parent companies might not see the importance of investing in a local inn. To 
put it simply, it is hard to argue for the return on such an investment. A local 
meeting place for networking activities is basically not enough. So, if this was a 
rather small decision for the privately owned firms, the opposite was true for the 
externally owned ones. The firms that were not privately owned had to make 
the decision at their board meetings.  

The Haga project demanded hard work. After much persuasion, all firms 
signed up. However, this is not the end of the story. The project ran out of 
money before the restoration was finished and the firms had to make up for the 
deficiency. Their innovative solution was to rent out flagpoles to firms in 
Hillerstorp. A company was allowed to raise its flag outside the inn in return for 
an annual fee. And finally, the idea about a local inn was realized. The person 
telling this story said that he had the feeling that, for many managers of 
externally owned companies, who did not come from the region, this was 
probably considered an unusual project. Nor was he sure if they were actually of 
the opinion that it was an important project for Hillerstorp. Haga Inn became a 
project the firms in Hillerstorp became jointly responsible for, and which they 
were proud of. When talking about Haga, a local owner-manager used words 
such as:  

“Everybody shares a special feeling for Haga, everybody supports it and feels a 
sense of belonging to the project.”  

A woman told me that for her, the Spirit of Gnosjö is about a committed and 
engaged leader. She works within an externally owned firm but her husband is 
an owner-manager of a local firm. She expressed concern that the dynamics are 
lost in the externally owned firm. Her idea corresponds well with the idea, 
expressed by others, that the leaders are almost invisible in the external owned 
firms. Compared to the local privately owned firms where the owner-managers 
work side by side with their employees, they know their machines and maybe 
have they once been employed themselves. It also corresponds with the idea 
that decision-making processes are slow in externally owned firms. If the 
privately owned firms have a rather horizontal way of organizing themselves, 
many perceive the external owned as more hierarchical. The geographical 
positions of the parent companies influence this.  
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The stories presented here express negative aspects regarding external 
ownership. These types of stories are the basis on which many build their 
arguments regarding external ownership. Thereby they are part of constructing 
people’s understanding about this issue. It can be concluded that most people 
who tell stories about external ownership emphasize the negative aspects, even if 
a great number of people in Gnosjö hold positions in externally owned firms.   

Consequences of External Ownership 
Outsiders expressed that they find it hard to understand all the social ties of the 
region. People who have lived together share the same history and the same 
points of reference. They know the social rules of the region, for example how 
people react if one commits a mistake. New actors create new ways of relating 
to old phenomena, which influences business life in general. 

Managers of externally owned firms have other frames of references 
compared to the local owner-managers. This has been obvious regarding a 
number of aspects. For example when it comes to the employment process and 
when it comes to the attitude towards formal educations, issues that are further 
discussed below. 

The shortage of labour makes it difficult to employ skilful and qualified 
personnel from the region. The lack of personnel has forced managers to try to 
recruit from areas beyond the region. But a problem has been that the level of 
salaries in Gnosjö does not encourage outsiders to come forward, neither do the 
strong social networks. Externally owned firms have other references which are 
transferred to local owner-managers. The parent companies are often aware of 
the costs of hiring a person with a formal education. Furthermore, for externally 
owned companies, it is not always that important that their employees settle 
down in the region, therefore many commute from a larger city nearby. 

At one time it was considered a crime to employ someone who worked in 
another local firm. Those who did were accused of stealing workers. Over time 
this has changed. Reduced social control has led to increased competition and 
today managers are forced to take each individual’s job career into 
consideration. An advantage is that knowledge is spread when employees 
change jobs. In spite of changes, the loyalty towards employers is still of great 
importance and there are people who find it hard to change position within, for 
example, Hillerstorp.  

With the sale of companies to an external investor, money and knowledge 
started to flow into the region. Most companies in the hands of external 
investors are medium-sized ones. The sale of companies, as said above, is mainly 
due to lack of competence and financial resources as well unavailability of a 
successor within the family to run the business. In a number of cases, once the 
sale is completed, the former owners embark on starting up a new business or 
acquiring a firm. The former owners, following the sale, have at their disposal 
money in addition to accumulated experience, which usually result in a new 
successful business activity. Opinions differ about starting up a firm with an 
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alignment similar to the one sold. People argue that it is wrong because money 
has been earned from just the one sale. On the other hand, business founders 
have to use their knowledge gained during their past career and therefore they 
do something similar to before. Therefore many firms are alike and the industry 
is homogenous.  

Even if there is a negative attitude towards external ownership, a great 
number of the local owner-managers will probably sell their companies to 
external investment firms in the future, provided that there are no interested 
heirs. For many this is the time when they receive a pay-back for their lifetime 
of investments. The great majority of the firms have a generated market value 
since they are matured firms with investments already made in their assembly of 
machinery and a presence on the market for decades. Since the market value is 
quite high for many firms, it is difficult to find buyers who are private 
entrepreneurs. Then, a remaining alternative is to sell it to an external actor 
such as an investment firm. So, even if many owner-managers express a concern 
that many of the people who have sold their firms probably would like to have 
it undone, that is probably not an alternative.  

Higher Education  
A question that arose interest during a great number of discussions was the role 
of higher education. Back in time there was a general degree of scepticism 
towards higher education in Gnosjö. This has changed over time, but even 
today people can give expression to it. The majority of owner-managers have 
only completed seven years in elementary school and few have a university 
degree. Some owner-managers even brag about their outstanding careers which 
they developed without having to go to the a university. To get an overview of 
the educational background among inhabitants in the municipality of Gnosjö 
please see appendix 5.1. When discussing higher education it is important not 
to forget that the community preserves a good level of tacit knowledge, which is 
experienced and learned through practice and that is transferred from one 
generation to another.  

It is common that young people start to work overtime on weekends and at 
holidays. This means that they get socialized into the working life in the 
community when they are young. Extra work implies that they have the 
opportunity, not only to learn, but also to make extra money. Summer jobs and 
overtime are the opening through which they enter their professional lives. 
Some positions do not demand any special skills. The expertise needed to 
perform the job can be easily obtained from former employees within days of 
getting a new job. This implies that a formal degree is not a necessity to get a 
more advanced job.  

A number of the management positions are held by people who have made a 
career in the community. Those persons do not necessarily have extensive 
formal education but have been trained in different firms and received a 

http://www.gnosjo.se/
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supplementary examination in certain topics. One man working with 
accounting in one of the bigger firms in the community said: 

“I think it is difficult to get a job like this in other places in Sweden. My 
application would have probably been overlooked. I have been offered 
another job in the region, also a job that I am sure that I would not have 
been offered anywhere else.” 

Another middle-aged manager said: 

“I got the recommendation to apply for the position. This is a ticklish subject, 
how things like this work.” 

There is a shift in the outlook on a university degree among the managers in the 
community, mainly due to the increasing number of externally owned firms. 
These firms have to ensure that their employees meet the knowledge of the 
company, and they look for educated employees with a university degree. They 
are familiar with the costs of employing well-educated people and the scale of 
standard salaries. Externally owned firms pass their knowledge to family owned 
ones and people start to relate in new ways to old phenomena. In a meeting 
organized by the national manufacturing organization Verkstadsindustrin, 
salaries in the region were discussed. A manager from an externally owned firm 
told the participants that salaries offered to employees with university degrees 
have to be comparable with the general level in Sweden, and meet trade union 
recommendations, otherwise, it would be hard to attract people to the region. 
This way of thinking is spreading and family owned companies become more 
willing to accept people with university degrees.  

A more open approach towards formal education among the owner-
managers could lead to the consequences that they would find themselves in a 
situation where they would lose control over their businesses. Suddenly, a 
person, probably younger than themselves, would have more knowledge than 
themselves, regarding certain issues. Even if the local owner-managers have 
invaluable knowledge regarding the local context, the assembly of machinery, 
the production of the firm and the customers of the firm, they lack other types 
of knowledge. Through a long-term perspective, the knowledge that a person 
with a formal degree would contribute to the firm is important. This reasoning 
advocates an openness towards formal education.  

When a young man with a degree in business and engineering and employed 
in a privately owned firm was asked why he decided to go for a formal 
education his answer was: 

“I did not want to work for a number of years in a factory before being 
promoted. I wanted an interesting job from the beginning. I did not want 
specific knowledge but a broad knowledge-base, I wanted an education where 
I learned a little about a lot.” 
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When asked whether people questioned why he decided to go to the university 
he said: 

“My parents wanted me to go to university. They encouraged me to study. My 
father feels that he lacks a formal education. He went seven years to the 
compulsory school and thereafter he has worked his way up. Often he feels 
that he lacks education.”  

It was not obvious that he should return to the community. He always had a 
wish to do it, he said, but the prerequisite was that he could find an interesting 
job. When he talked about his first position of employment upon graduating, 
he said:  

“If I had not originated from Gnosjö, I am not sure that I would have gotten 
the job. I was not the only person who applied and I did not have any job 
experiences. But if one originates form Gnosjö one does not need job 
experience, one has grown up with it. I do not think that my employer would 
have employed someone without job experience if he did not originate from 
the community. Furthermore, if the owner-managers can employ someone 
who originates from the region they gladly do.” 

When asked him why he did not have an engineering ring10 he said: 

“I would never dream of having that. I think that would imply that people 
would think that I think that I am superior to them. If I would have had one 
I think they would have viewed me with skepticism. One is not supposed to 
come here and believe that one is something special. It is a typical symbol one 
should avoid. It would never occur to me to wear one here. If I had lived in 
Stockholm I probably would have it. It probably have been different. Maybe 
it would have made it easier to get useful contacts. Here, it would only be 
negative.”   

One woman, whose husband was an owner-manager and whose son worked in 
the company gave a different perspective on higher education. An attitude that 
still exists. She said: 

“Why should he go to the university? He can develop within the company. He 
has everything that others strive to get through an education.”  

I met surprisingly few women who had finished a formal university degree 
within engineering, business administration and political science. One of them 
I met said: 

“When I started working in Gnosjö I learned that I should not think that I 
was someone special just because of my formal degree. Moreover, in my salary 

                                                 
10 A special ring for having graduated in a certain subject. 
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negotiation one did not take my formal degree into account. One shall toe the 
line.” 

Another woman I met, who originated from the region and who had returned 
back after having finished her degree was asked what people said when she came 
back educated and if she regretted it? Her answer was: 

“The older people asked why I did it, why I did not start working directly, 
according to them that would have been best. But, I am proud of my 
education. When I was younger I wanted to see the world and I have done it. 
I find the international ownership that has come to the community to be 
interesting.”  

When asked what images people had about international owners she said: 

“Those who do not originate from the region do not have the historical 
background. But it can be an advantage that people come with other 
experiences to the region. They are not blind to defects in one's work. 
Moreover, generally speaking they have higher education.” 

She continued and talked more generally about the drawback of the Spirit: 

“People in the region feel a dislike towards higher education and they want 
everything to go on as before, they look at women from quite a traditional 
angle and the gender-role is given. Moreover, they can be against 
immigrants. People have stayed in the region their entire life and have never 
experienced anything else.  

She went on to say: 

“It is a community with traditional norms and values. Since the educational 
level is quite low and it is difficult for women to make a career in the 
community, moreover, women generally earn less than men. Couples often 
make the decision that she stays at home, responsible for the children and for 
the home. Often, she does not work full-time.” 

Because of the business structure equal opportunities do not exist for women 
and men in the community. Taking a closer look at the Swedish government’s 
aim to have an equal distribution of power and influence between men and 
women, Gnosjö has succeeded quite well. One aim is to have an equal amount 
of men and women in the local government council and in the executive board 
of the local authorities. To get a more precise picture of Gnosjö, please see 
appendix 5.2. The gender issue is of great importance for understanding the 
Spirit of Gnosjö and will be the focus of the next part of this chapter.  
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Man or Woman, the Gender Issue  
The male-dominated structure influences the company as an arena. The career 
opportunities for men and women in Gnosjö are more or less decided in 
advance. The firms do not offer equal career opportunities irrespective of 
gender and a woman seldom occupies a position that is usually held by a man. 

Most jobs in the firms require tough work and are considered too difficult 
for the women to carry out. This has been the case since the industry took root, 
when men left their homes to melt iron into bars and for wire-drawing using 
the hydroelectric power stations along the small river bisecting the municipality. 
The men stayed away from home for about a week to look after the 
hydroelectric power stations, a task impossible for women to do. Women had 
to look after household and the children. Even today, women are supposed to 
take care of family and the household. It is not unusual that people have lunch 
at home, usually cooked and prepared by housewives.  

In its earliest stages, iron thread was the main product. Later, and relying on 
the thread, the industry started churning out a variety of products. Machines 
were not needed for the manufacture of certain products, particularly those that 
could be made at home, e.g. hooks and eyes, which were produced by women 
and children. Even today, men dominate the industry and history has 
influenced the representation of what a firm is. The vice-manager of one of the 
banks expressed it as follows: 

“It is the manufacturing industry that counts here. In other words, if you stop 
people in the street and ask them about trade and industry in the community, 
then they think about the manufacturing firms in Hillerstorp and let’s say 
Kulltorp. Those companies that bend, curve, weld and roll, all those things 
that are about production. But, if one takes a closer look one sees that there is 
a great number of firms in the service sector. But, one does not talk about 
those…This production, this technique, to bend and curve, is traditional and 
it is a male technique.” 

Over time, machines replaced human labour but still men occupy the majority 
of positions in the firms. The orientation of the industry and the tough work 
involved are probably the reason why so many CEOs are men. Historically, 
only men work as toolmakers, which is a well-paid job and much in demand in 
the factories. A toolmaker is normally given ample time to think and develop 
ideas. Otherwise, the position of men is comparable to that of a machine in a 
firm, while women primarily work on the assembly line. Most men shun the 
assembly line, and women mainly work there. The men who work on the 
assembly line are viewed as pampered and afraid of getting their hands dirty.   

Even if the structure is male-dominated every exception has a rule. The story 
below illustrates what life is like for women who decide to invest in a career in 
Gnosjö. 
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Every Exception has a Rule 
This story is about a company that was founded a long time ago, by the cousin 
of the present CEO’s mother-in-law. But this story starts in 1974 when a young 
family took over the firm. She was 24 and he was 28. They had made the 
decision that they wanted to run their own firm. It was an ambition they had 
expressed as early as 1970 when they visited a distant relative who ran his own 
firm. Since the relative was rather old and probably would retire within the near 
future, they offered to buy his company. His answer was that it was against his 
wish, he wished them something better. The years passed by. Then, in 1974 
during the time when the woman had recently given birth to the young 
couple’s first child, a daughter, they received a phone call. The distant relative 
had decided to sell his firm and if they still wanted to buy it they could. They 
bought the firm and moved to Gnosjö from the neighbouring municipality of 
Värnamo. At that time they did not know anyone in Gnosjö; however, the 
people in Gnosjö knew that some newcomers had arrived. 

Since the young couple did not know very much about running a firm, 
except for some schoolbook knowledge about business administration, they 
asked the distant relative to stay on as an employee. This was of great help since 
the young man had never seen a turning-lath, which was the core-business of 
the company. The young woman took the position as the CEO and the young 
man was responsible for the production. He had a technical background from 
the gymnasium. Slowly but steadily the firm expanded.  

Time passed. The newborn child spent her days in the office and two years 
later her younger sister arrived. When they were old enough they attended the 
day-care center. The only day the family spent at home was Sundays. The 
daughters grew up. The eldest decided to become an engineer, while the 
younger one started to work in the company right after graduation. The 
decision to go to the university for a degree in engineering was not fully 
supported by the mother in the family. None of the children should feel forced 
to stay for a career within the firm; however, growing up in a firm leaves deep 
marks. The firm had almost become like the home of the family and together 
they had built it up. It was not a hard decision for the older daughter to become 
an engineer. Neither was it a hard decision to commute to the university so that 
she could have a daily contact with the company.  

In a male-dominated community like Gnosjö, it is unusual that the CEO of 
a firm is a woman or that two daughters are socialized into taking over a firm. 
When the older daughter was finished with her degree she started to work 
fulltime at the company. She became like her mother’s right hand and was 
supported in her efforts to engage outside the firm as well. She is for example 
the first woman who is part of the board of the local trade association. When 
her mother is invited to hold speeches she often suggests that her daughter go 
instead.  

As if one company was not enough, the family has founded another 
company too. The business idea of the second company originates from one of 
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the family’s main interests, horse riding. The family spends most of its spare 
time on horseback. When the young family had taken over the firm they 
decided to buy two horses to learn how to ride. So, this is also an interest that 
the family shares. The second company is just for fun, but you never know.  

When asking them how it is to be women in a male dominated world, they 
said that it is okay and that they enjoy their lives. Yet, there is a strong 
representation that a CEO should be a man, and even if they try to look 
beyond this representation it is sometimes hard. Sometimes when men phone 
to the company and ask to speak with the CEO, they find it hard to believe that 
the company has a female CEO. When she tells people that this is the case one 
man said: “Okay, but then I would like to talk with someone who knows 
something.” Such incidents are obviously not fun, but they encourage new 
effort. They know that they are good and they know that they can manage, 
even if they are women in a world that is dominated by men.  

Career Prospects  
While there are plenty of job opportunities for the young men in Gnosjö, 
young females only have a few at their disposal and, therefore, many decided to 
leave. Many opt to pursue a university degree and after completing their 
studies, they usually do not return. One reason is the lack of jobs. Exceptions 
include teaching and nursing positions, which are mainly occupied by women. 
The future looks different for a young man, who has left the community to take 
a university degree. 

Regarding the allocation of men and women among the inhabitants in the 
municipality, in the age class 25 to 34 years-old there are more men than 
women (www.scb.se). Generally, this is often the age when those who have 
moved away have finished their university degree and they have possibly 
returned back. For a table about these figures in Gnosjö please see appendix 
5.3. Regarding the average income in Gnosjö, the incomes in Gnosjö are higher 
than the rest of Sweden. While the difference between Gnosjö and the country 
in general is 8,600 Swedish crowns for men it is only 900 for women 
(www.scb.se). For a table about these figures please see appendix 5.4. 

Discussing gender, male managers showed no hesitation in employing 
women. In fact, they blamed women whom they said refused to apply to such 
positions. They also said that there are not as many qualified and skilled women 
who meet job specifications as there should be.   

Before leaving this issue, I will tell two final stories. A female CEO told the 
first of the stories to me and the story illustrates two things: the perspective on 
firms not working with production and the perspective on females making a 
career in Gnosjö. The story is from a board meeting where her salary was 
discussed. Since the firm, in which she works, does not work with production it 
was not obvious what her salary should be. The board, according to her, more 
or less, compared her work with the administrative positions in the traditional 
Gnosjö firms, e.g. the work of secretaries or catering assistants. With this in 
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mind, the chairman of the board offered her a salary, which he probably 
considered fair. In his defence, it should be mentioned that many owner-
managers work for rather low salaries and argue that they will have a pay-back 
the day they retire and, if necessary will sell off the firm.  

As compensation for the salary, which he probably realised, was quite low, 
he offered the female CEO help at home. It was an acceptable offer, according 
to the female CEO, but what she considered interesting and what she 
underlined to me when she told this story was that this was an offer they 
probably would not have to a male CEO. There is a strong representation that 
the role of the women is to take care of the home, a duty she as a female CEO 
probably would not manage due to her position.  

By offering home help the chairman of the board tried to construct a 
structure that makes it possible for women to also make a career in the Gnosjö 
area. In Gnosjö, it is, probably, easier to offer home help than advocate that 
men should take on more responsibility for the household. However, it is 
probably a long way until home help is accepted in the community. This is a 
conclusion I draw based on the attitude towards home help expressed by the 
people I talked with.  

There are preconceived ideas that the women are supposed to take care of 
the children and the home. This becomes obvious in the rumors about a man 
who decided to take paternity leave. According to hearsay, he was one of the 
first men in Gnosjö who did this. When he came back for work the company 
informed him that he had given his notice during the time he was on paternity 
leave. He had not, so he involved the union. When he came to the 
unemployment office he was informed that it probably would be best for him if 
he looked for a job outside the region. People who I have talked with regarding 
this rumor have heard about it, but nobody knows the person involved. Yet, 
even as hearsay it tells something about Gnosjö. 

Immigration 
Immigrants make up 26 percent of Gnosjö’s population, which is a high figure. 
A great majority of the immigrants originate from Vietnam and former 
Yugoslavia. A study of Gnosjö that excludes the immigrants would not give a 
representative picture of the Spirit of Gnosjö. Questions that arose during my 
time in Gnosjö were: How is it to be an immigrant in Gnosjö? Have the 
immigrants ever heard about the Spirit of Gnosjö and what does the word mean 
to them? How do managers handle the integration of immigrants?  

Being an Immigrant in Gnosjö 
After having talked with immigrants in Gnosjö, it was obvious that the main 
reason immigrants were attracted to the region was its job opportunities. Apart 
from times of recession, Gnosjö has always had a shortage of labour. This 
shortage creates a need for immigrants, and they are of great importance for the 
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development of the industries. Without them it would be impossible for these 
industries to meet their demand for labor.  

The majority of those I talked with felt that Gnosjö was a place where it was 
possible to get a job. This is illustrated in the short dialogue below. The 
dialogue takes place during an interview. XX represents a woman who came to 
Sweden together with her parents in 1987, at an age of 11. 

(CW): Why did you family decide to move to Gnosjö?  
(XX): My father had friends here. It was easy to get a job here. That was the 
main reason.  
(CW): Did you know that it was a region with a lot of job opportunities?  
(XX): Yes. At that time my parents did not speak Swedish, but it did not 
matter in Gnosjö.  
(CW): Why did the language skills not matter?  
(XX): They needed people in Gnosjö.  
(CW): Is the notion the Spirit of Gnosjö familiar to you?  
(XX): I have heard the word but I do not know what it represents.  

Unlike other regions in Sweden, language in Gnosjö does not create an obstacle 
to obtaining a job. The jobs available require tacit knowledge of the techniques 
involved in production and not Swedish language skills. The main objective is 
to learn how to produce, how to fill and empty a machine, how to put the 
pieces together on the assembly line, etc. This is knowledge the immigrants can 
acquire by practice even if they only speak little Swedish. When asking people 
of foreign extraction for interviews, many refused. The reason was the language. 
One owner-manager said that because of the language obstacle the immigrants 
face, managers shoulder a special responsibility for the immigrants.  

“The locals will always manage thanks to their networks. But, it is not very 
easy to be an immigrant. In the theatre play [see chapter eight] they illustrate 
that the Vietnamese people do not understand. That is the way it is.”   

Even if the immigrants get a job it does not mean that they are necessarily 
integrated into the community. In pubs, cafés, and other social gatherings, the 
immigrants tend to flock together and their Swedish counterparts socialize with 
their own countrymen.  

Only a handful of the immigrants said that they had heard about the Spirit 
of Gnosjö. One person had heard about it but he did not understand the 
meaning of it until he moved to Hillerstorp. Then it became clear. For him it is 
about social networks, something he experienced when he tried to buy a house 
in Hillerstorp. He said that it was very hard to find a house since people sold 
their houses to their own children or to other relatives. As he saw it, you cannot 
buy a house if you do not have someone who decides to sell it to you, it is a 
closed market. He also said that during visits to the local grocery store, 
everybody says hello to everybody. It is obvious that everybody knows each 
other.  
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Stories tell that Swedish people are narrow-minded. Many prefer to live where 
the majority of the people in the neighbourhood are Swedes and not of foreign 
extraction. Houses situated in areas where immigrants live tend to decrease in 
value. These types of stories were sad to hear and they surprised me.  The 
inhabitants were inclined to deny the existence of any form of discrimination in 
the community. They said that there were no differences between different 
groups of people, but these differences do exist and are often discernible on the 
shop floor. Moreover, disparities exist between employees of different 
nationalities.    

The high percentage of immigrants influences the composition and 
structures of employment. Some industries are known for having certain ethnic 
groups, like the Chinese or the Serbs. The signs of segregation become more 
obvious when employees work in shifts and do not speak the same language. 
Since many immigrants obtain a job without having any Swedish, they try to 
get in contact with people who speak their mother tongue, and with whom they 
can communicate. During coffee breaks, workers of the same nationality tend 
to share the same table. It becomes obvious that Swedish people tend to 
socialize with other Swedes, while, for example, immigrants from Vietnam tend 
to socialize with other Vietnamese people. When they sit together and talk they 
naturally use their mother tongue. The firm should be a natural arena where 
immigrants and Swedes get together and where people can learn from each 
other. However, this does not seem to be the case. When asking about their 
opinions about their working place none expressed any negative feelings. For 
them it was important to have a job and thereby be able to live a normal life 
and to be independent.  

During an interview with a man from Chile, I was told that he had been 
turned down for a job because of his background. He came to Sweden in 1988 
and after a couple of years in Löttorp, Alvesta, and Värnamo, he ended up in 
Hillerstorp. He learned the Swedish language during the time he went to school 
in Värnamo. During a visit at the employment office in Gnosjö, he was 
informed about a job that might suit him. When the person at the employment 
office phoned the company to schedule an interview, the company asked if the 
person in search of the position was Swedish or foreign. When they heard that 
he was a foreigner they cancelled the interview. Unfortunately, this was not the 
only company to react in this manner, and a number of managers expressed 
scepticism towards employing people of foreign extraction.  

The Managerial Perspective  
Some managers consider a high number of immigrants a threat to their 
company culture. A CEO of a family owned firm told me that he has made the 
decision not to employ more people of foreign extraction. His argument was 
that it is too hard to create a spirit of community within the firm. For many 
foreigners the language is a barrier and instead of socializing and being part of 
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the team they keep to themselves, causing companies to split up into smaller 
groupings. 

Other managers told me that when they arrange social activities for their 
employees, for example a visit to the local theatre association’s play, normally 
only the Swedish people join. Sadly, when the immigrants are employed, some 
of them have little or no incentive to learn Swedish. This has become a problem 
for companies applying for quality certificates, since it is a must that the 
employees can document working processes. One way to handle the problem is 
to offer classes in the Swedish language during working hours at different 
companies, which is a project many companies have joined.   

A manager of an externally owned firm told that they had arranged social 
gatherings with different cultural themes. Different nationalities had been 
responsible for the different evenings when food and entertainment had been 
provided from different counties. The purpose was to spread knowledge about 
the different groups of people who work together.  

Unfortunately, there were people who expressed negative feelings when 
discussing the large amount of immigrants in the community. When a manager 
of a small, family owned firm in Gnosjö was asked what he thought were the 
drawbacks of the Spirit of Gnosjö he said “all those damned immigrants”. 
When he was told that the firms need immigrants, his reply was that Gnosjö 
does not need everybody and that Gnosjö would succeed anyway.  

A great number of the people who talked about the immigrants and their 
role had a narrowed perspective, and they only considered them an important 
resource for enterprising. One woman I talked with expressed sadness: 

“One talks about the immigrants as a resource, a resource for enterprising. 
One does not talk about their cultural and unique contribution to the 
community. They come here and they get employed and that is what is 
stressed. I think that this is a community with hostility towards immigrants. 
It is a segregated community, most immigrants live in the same housing area 
and they are not represented anywhere, such in politics.”   

Several points were raised with regards to the main questions that were stressed: 
How is it to be an immigrant in Gnosjö? Have the immigrants ever heard about 
the Spirit of Gnosjö and which meaning do they ascribe to the word? How do 
managers handle the issue of integration?  

All the immigrants I had the chance to talk with appreciated that they had 
employment. During their spare time many of them spent time with fellow 
countrymen. Few of them had heard about the Spirit of Gnosjö. Before arriving 
they knew that Gnosjö was a place where it was possible for them to get a job. 
Finally, only a few companies seemed to be successful at their attempts towards 
integration and in most companies there were big social gaps between the 
different nationalities. Many of the immigrants had a job and were partly 
integrated into the labor market, but they could not participate because of their 
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lack of language skills. It would be an overstatement to claim that the 
immigrants are integrated into the community at large.  

Being An Employee in Gnosjö  
Since most of the research done about the Spirit of Gnosjö concerns the owner-
managers, interesting questions to ask are: What is it like to be an employee in 
Gnosjö and what does the Spirit of Gnosjö represent for them? A large amount 
of the time in the field was dedicated to learning about business life from the 
perspective of the employees. During interviews, informal conversations, and 
participant observation, a number of issues were made evident. The employees’ 
perspective on the Spirit of Gnosjö is presented below in contrast to the 
managers’ perspective on the same issues. 

Shortage of Personnel 
There is a shortage of personnel in Gnosjö and recruitment has always been a 
problem. In boom years, demand on the workforce has been higher than the 
supply. In spite of this, as expressed earlier, it is not acceptable to lure 
employees from another company, even a competing company. Leaving one’s 
company for another has traditionally been regarded as a violation of prevalent 
social norms. In the old days, owner-managers contacted each other before 
hiring a local worker employed by another company. Today this goes only for 
certain positions. Historically, when a person changed jobs within the 
community, it was not common to go directly from the former employment on 
to the new. To avoid misunderstandings and keep good neighbourliness, the 
employee took another position in-between, often outside the community in a 
neighbouring municipality.  

This has changed and people change careers depending on the challenges of 
work. But, as stressed above, this depends to a certain extent on the position 
held in a company. Positions such as those of foremen, toolmakers, 
administrators, and salesmen are normally hard to fill. Managers stick to their 
competent employees and do not want to lose them. There is hardly any 
competition among managers for qualified personnel. According to the 
personnel manager of an externally owned firm, it is difficult to employ a 
person from the region. The main reason is the shortage of personnel. If 
employment is restricted to those who already work in the region, it will 
deprive the community of new blood. The region as a whole, and not only the 
company itself, is prioritised.  

Keeping a Lid on Salaries 
For a great number of the employees I talked with, the Spirit of Gnosjö was 
seen as a cartel that kept a lid on wages. They argued that the Spirit of Gnosjö 
was simply about keeping salaries as low as possible. Through social networks 
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the owner-managers keep each other informed and if one company raised the 
salaries, then the others would have to follow.  

Regarding this issue, a man working in one of the externally owned firms, 
and who also was engaged in the union said: 

“One keeps together and keeps down the general salary level. It is a ticklish 
subject. You hear about it during salary negotiations. Owner-managers meet 
other managers and listen to them. They want to know what others think. 
One does not dare to increase more than the others and one does not dare to 
be too low, otherwise one is afraid to loose employees.  

He continued by saying: 

“At small-scale firms and at family owned firms, fewer people probably 
belong to the union. The union does not seem necessary. There are firms that 
have a hostile attitude towards the union. Salaries, terms of employment, are 
all things that they want to decide by themselves.” 

When asked about the role of the church in the union, he said:   

“I do not know very much about the church, but I think it matters. One 
meets in the congregation, people here say that it matters. One could imagine 
that owner-managers of small firms back each other up. They talk with those 
they know and with those who are members in the same congregation. Their 
employees do not join the union because they are loyal towards their 
employer, their congregation member. I do not know, maybe I generalise.” 

When asking the managers, they said that they do not want to compete 
regarding employees. Paying more or less similar wages, they said, would 
prevent movement of workers from one company to another in search of more 
money. Since it is hard to find skilled people to employ, the owner-managers 
do not want to steal workers from each other. They also mentioned inflation as 
a factor against higher wages. If one company decides on a raise the others will 
have to follow. However, there has been a change, predominately in those firms 
that are run by external owners, since their salary levels are related to the 
mother company and not to the other regional firms.  

The Social Atmosphere in the Firms 
The social atmosphere within the workplace is important according to many 
local owner-managers. Some view their employees as belonging to an extended 
family and they shoulder the responsibility for their employees and the 
community. Employees are rarely made redundant, no matter what the case. 
Giving somebody the sack is viewed as repugnant by many and as far as possible 
redundancies are tackled internally. During recessions, managers resort to 
different measures in order not to fire their staff. In one case, the employees in a 
period of business decline were asked to dig the foundation of a new factory 
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building. Re-adjusting usually helps managers to spare issuing firing notices. 
The managers are aware of business cycles, where a decline is usually followed 
by an upswing and the Gnosjö managers do not need to hire new workers to 
meet the surge in demand as they are already there. Constantly adjusting the 
workforce to fit demand, normally leads to uncertainty and high start-up costs 
for recruitment.  

The great majority of the employees I talked with told me that they feel 
close to their managers. Owner-managers are close to their employees and can 
spot pitfalls and shortcomings easily due to their almost constant presence on 
shop floor. Many employees used the epithet “ordinary” to describe their 
managers. They argued that their employers are on the same level, which is not 
surprising as the great majority of owner-managers started their careers on the 
shop floor. This background is viewed as an advantage and never looked down 
upon since employers and employees share more or less the same history.  

The internal networks, within the firms, are in many cases strong. People 
have worked within the same firms for decades. Some people find it hard to 
change job, since they feel a strong commitment to their employer. A 
disadvantage of these strong social networks within firms is that knowledge and 
information are not spread between the different firms. A worker who changes 
his or her place of employment is also seen as a carrier of knowledge and 
information. This spreading of information is not as likely to happen when 
people stay within the same firm. Many owner-managers shun new 
technologies and changes and a traditional way of reasoning is “this is how we 
have done things before and since we have managed before, let us continue like 
this”. The result is that they lean back and continue on as before, resisting 
changes. Without input from new employees, it becomes even harder to get 
knowledge and information about how processes can be improved.  

Managers usually sponsor social activities outside the company premises; 
however, shop floor employees complained that the managers who promote 
these activities are rarely present. This is mainly true of big firms with a large 
workforce. It is worth mentioning that in one family owned firms, with 
approximately 120 employees, the same group of people attend and out of 100 
employees usually only 20 are present. The situation is different in smaller 
companies where owner-managers normally take part in such activities. 
Participation in social undertakings creates a spirit of community, which the 
owner-managers considered important for the well being of the companies. 
One firm organized both a ski trip and a tour of a machine supply factory in 
Europe. The firm sponsored the trips and they became a point of reference 
which workers alluded to before and after they were made. These tours 
encouraged the employees to identify with the firm. 

Life Outside the Firm 
In Gnosjö people are acquaintances, friends or relatives. There are few secrets 
and the inhabitants in the community feel that they have the right to be 
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informed about what happens. Their children go to the same schools and they 
may belong to the same football team. The social relationships are tight and 
they are more discernible in smaller communities like Gnosjö and Hillerstorp 
than in larger communities.  

Employees admitted during interviews that they obtained their jobs via 
social connections they had with the owner-manager. In a few cases, there were 
no direct connection but some form of indirect relationships existed. This 
illustrates that Gnosjö is a closely united community where everyday life is 
made easier if one has access to contacts.  

While working extremely hard at home, the inhabitants tend to lead a 
different life during holidays and vacations. Many of them have summerhouses 
on the west coast of Sweden, and the location of the vacation homes usually 
denotes social class. One couple said that they did not want to do the same 
thing as everybody else so they bought an apartment on the French Riviera 
where they spend their spare time. It takes approximately the same time to 
travel between Gnosjö and the west coast as it takes to fly to Nice. However, 
inside the community, the inhabitants, rich or otherwise, try to shun an 
ostentatious life-style. 

I heard other stories too. One woman told me about her background and 
how she grew up in a two-room apartment with her parents. There were about 
fifty children who grew up together in three apartment houses in the center of 
Gnosjö. They only visited each other in their homes on rare occasions. Most of 
the time they met outdoors. During her childhood, all her friends had parents 
who were blue-collar workers and none of them ran companies of their own. 
She had never felt envy, she said. She knew the rules of the game from the 
beginning. She considered it sad that in most studies about Gnosjö, and in 
most contexts, the group of owner-managers is the focus. There is a very large 
group of blue-collar workers in Gnosjö who she feels actually make it possible 
for the owner-managers to manage. These workers are the ones who toil and 
moil. Few of them can afford a summerhouse on the west coast. Those who are 
religious become part of the group, but those who are not are neglected. For her 
Gnosjö is a community with differences where the pick of the community 
makes the decisions. She used the word class society when describing Gnosjö. 
In addition, she said that is something that is denied by the upper crust.  

There are stories about owner-managers who make private purchases on 
their company accounts, or of people who ask for a written receipt when they 
shop for groceries but it is obvious that it is not food for the companies, but 
they want to avoid paying the value-added tax. The same stories are told about 
how some firms have sold machines for private use, for example lawn mowers, 
and which their customers have bought for their companies but used at home. 
Many people know about these stories but they do not talk about them. 
     So, even if people argue that there are no differences between people in Gnosjö, 
it is quite obvious that there are. The issue unemployment further illustrates 
this gap.  
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Being Unemployed 
Because of the low level of unemployment, the unemployed are considered 
different and odd in Gnosjö. The general attitude towards those who are 
unemployed is that they are either lazy or crazy. Many people believe that jobs 
are available for all those who are willing to work.  

When Gnosjö and the Spirit of Gnosjö are discussed in the media, the 
almost none existing unemployment is often mentioned. This implies that 
unemployed people in Gnosjö, more or less, are and feel neglected. Being 
unemployed is something many are ashamed of. They are not just one among a 
number of unemployed. They are viewed as people who do not want to work, 
or who are not capable of working. The following quotation illustrates the 
issues of unemployment: 

“It is easier to be unemployed in Spain, where people meet and socialize. 
People lock themselves in here, into their apartments. When I moved away 
from Gnosjö, at the age of 23, I had never met a person who was 
unemployed.” 

To get an overview of the figures regarding unemployment in the municipality 
of Gnosjö, see appendix 5.5. 

I met one woman in Gnosjö who had been in search for employment since 
1995, when she moved to the community. During that time she had educated 
herself to “ställare”, through a program that lasted for a year and a half. 
Moreover, she had been on maternity leave. When explaining her feeling when 
facing employers she said: 

“When I say that I have been unemployed, and when I say that I have an 
education as “ställare”, they think that girls cannot manage that. Why should 
they employ me, who has been unemployed for such a long time, when they 
can employ someone who only has been unemployed for three months? They 
have people so they can pick and choose. … I think they want to employ men 
at the factories because the work is hard. ” 

This quotation illustrates that even if women do educate themselves, there is a 
disadvantage to being a woman in a community where most of the jobs are 
heavy and therefore more suitable for men, thus the women are banished to the 
assembly line or to administration. 

The issue of unemployment can also be illustrated with the story about a 
middle-age woman who was a university student. One day she went to the 
grocery shop during normal business hours. When she paid, she was asked 
whether anything was wrong with her since it was daytime when everybody, 
except housewives and retired people, were expected to be working. She 
considered it sad that people have this perspective. The main focus for almost 
everybody in the community is work. 

http://www.gnosjo.se/
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Another story is about a woman in her thirties. She had a slipped disc and had 
to be on sick leave. Unfortunately she could not return to her former job 
position since the work was too heavy for her. When the company was 
informed, it turned out that they could not replace her within the company so 
she had to quit. When she told me this story, she seemed depressed and her 
main question was: “Who wants to employ me in the future?” The industry in 
Gnosjö is heavy and a physical handicap limits one’s chances of finding a new 
job. This is a paradox, since many people probably harm their bodies because of 
the heavy work involved in industries in Gnosjö.    

Discussion 
This discussion is structured into two different parts. The first emphasizes the 
empirical questions that are raised at the beginning of this chapter. This 
discussion is a summary of the insights gained when the firm is considered the 
arena. Thereafter follows a discussion in which the cultural perspective is 
applied to the stories told and certain issues are emphasized. How cultures are 
constructed across and beyond organizational boundaries and in different arenas 
is also illustrated. In addition, it is shown that all people do not share the same 
norms and values and that inconsistencies exist. I have organized the latter 
discussion around the three following concepts: degree of sharedness, inconsistency 
and boundlessness. The three concepts are used in the following three chapters 
too, to make the structure as clear as possible. The coming three chapters also 
include discussions that emphasize the empirical questions raised at the 
beginning of the chapters.  

A Summary: Viewing the Business Firm as an Arena 
The empirical questions are: What can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö 
with the perspective of the business firm as an arena?  How does the firm 
influence daily life in the community? The issues elaborated on are: external 
ownership, higher education, gender, immigration, being an employee, and 
being unemployed in Gnosjö.  

From discussions and interviews with owner-managers, managers of 
externally owned firms, and employees, it becomes clear that the daily life in the 
community hinges mainly on business activity. As a result, the firm is an 
important meeting place in the community. There are strong formal as well as 
informal networks between business managers in the community. Through 
these networks they get access to information, knowledge and other resources. 
Small and medium-sized firms get access to resources that are important for the 
development of the firms and the community. Many local owner-managers 
consider running a firm a way of life. The majority of those I talked with 
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argued that they consider it important to take an active responsibility for the 
community.  

Through the three arenas: the family firm, owned and run by the second 
and third generation of family members, the family firm acquired by a non-
founder family, and the firm acquired by a local industrial group, different 
types of ownership structures are emphasized. The stories illustrate that the 
issue of ownership is a complex phenomenon. Moreover, there is no given 
model of ownership that represents the region, even though there is a pre-
understanding that all firms have been inherited and are owned by families. 

Since the number of firms with external ownership has increased, business 
life in the community has changed. New actors have entered the scene and they 
are today part of constructing the Spirit of Gnosjö, together with local owner-
managers. The new actors contribute with new ways of reasoning, which 
influences daily life in the municipality. The attitude towards salaries and the 
attitude towards higher education, are two issues that have been emphasized. 
The need for higher education is something many question, even though there 
has been a change of attitude regarding this issue. For many the Spirit of 
Gnosjö is equated with low salaries. A great number of the employees said that 
for them the Spirit was a cartel made up by owner-managers. Together the 
owner-managers share the idea that they wanted to keep the salaries as low as 
possible. The employees said that they manage because of their dense social 
networks.  

Women were said to not have equal opportunities for careers in the 
community due to the manufacturing oriented industry. The women mainly 
work at the assembly line while the men are toolmakers, work at the machines, 
or serve as heads of departments. Women who go for a formal education and 
thereafter return to Gnosjö hold mainly positions as teachers, nurses or work at 
day care centers. It is possible to identify Gnosjö as a patriarchic society, where 
the different sexes know their roles in the community.  

One quarter of the inhabitants are immigrants and they play an important 
role for the development of the community. In spite of the influx of 
immigrants, there is a very low level of unemployment. This indicates that 
immigrants who move to Gnosjö can easily find jobs. In cases when immigrants 
do not speak the Swedish language, they have the possibility to attend courses 
in Swedish. Some firms offer courses during working hours. Some firms offer 
courses during working hours. Unfortunately, even if they have the opportunity 
to attend courses, the immigrants still lack knowledge of the Swedish language. 
The immigrants are integrated into the labour market but not necessarily into 
the community. Few immigrants have actually heard about the concept the 
Spirit of Gnosjö, for them Gnosjö is a place that offers job opportunities. They 
have learned about Gnosjö through friends, relatives or acquaintances. 

It is important to remember that the firms not only consist of managers and 
owner-managers. They also consist of a large number of hardworking and 
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diligent employees who contribute to the development of business life and this 
chapter has give voice to their voices too.  

The model below illustrates the issues emphasized in this chapter. After the 
model a discussion follows that applies a cultural perspective on the insights 
gained.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.1 Issues Emphasized  

A Cultural Perspective on the Business Firm as an Arena 
This part of the chapter elaborates on the three concepts: degree of sharedness, 
inconsistency and boundlessness. The concepts illustrate how different 
meanings are ascribed to the Spirit and how inconsistencies are part of the 
Spirit. The discussion also focuses on the difficulty of drawing the boundaries 
of cultures.  

Different Types of Ownership Structures 
The main reason for letting the three business firms illustrate business life in 
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generalize and talk about the firms in Gnosjö as a homogenous group of 
companies. If one follows the grand narrative, it is easy to believe that all firms 
in Gnosjö are founded and managed by the same person or family. The three 
arenas represent three different types of ownership structures that can be 
identified in Gnosjö. They, thereby, emphasize different aspects of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. 

Quite a few of the firms are run and managed by persons who have acquired 
the firm through purchase or succession. Though the grand narrative gives the 
picture that the majority of the firms are family owned and have stayed within 
the family for generations, in reality many have shifted ownership and the 
number of external owners is on the increase. The two most prominent types of 
transformation of ownership are when firms are sold to external actors e.g. 
investment firms and when firms are sold to other private persons. When the 
first firms in Gnosjö were sold to investment firms, it was often the case that 
the former owners and managers preserved their positions and influences on the 
firms. However, sometimes they opted to leave, setting up or acquiring a new 
business.  

Many firms in Gnosjö are inherited or bought, and many of the owner-
managers have gained knowledge about the local business life before inheriting, 
or acquiring their own firms, which probably matters when it comes to running 
a firm in Gnosjö. When they become owner-managers, they are well-known 
and part of the local social networks, either through their parents or through 
their earlier positions. A great number of the firms are founded as spin-offs to 
major firms. This implies that, before founding the firm, the owner-manager 
already had a position in the community and a big customer, their former 
employer.  

Degree of Sharedness: Different People Hold on to Different Norms and 
Values  
Different people hold on to different norms and values in Gnosjö and all norms 
and values are not jointly shared. A value most inhabitants did share was the 
importance of being hardworking and diligent. Moreover, the great majority 
supported Haga and appreciated that Hillerstorp has an inn. Finally, regarding 
the Post Office in Hillerstorp, people expressed different feelings depending on 
if they lived in Hillerstorp or not.   

The different voices in the chapter emphasize conflicting perspectives 
regarding the Spirit of Gnosjö. For example, employers and employees express 
different ideas about salaries and the stories told and arguments used differ 
depending on whose voice we listen to. The voices of the employees express the 
opinion that the Spirit of Gnosjö is a cartel. A great number of the employees I 
talked with, especially those who originated from the community, shared this 
opinion. Through the stories it also becomes clear that the perspective of the 
role of the women differ between different people. While the issue of 
immigration is often emphasized in the media, most of the times as an issue 
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without any major conflicts and problems, the stories in this chapter gives 
partly another perspective to the issue.   

The chapter also illustrates that different issues bring different people 
together and constructs cultures. This is illustrated by external ownership, an 
issue that the great majority of those I talked with in Gnosjö had an opinion 
about. The same reasoning is applicable on the issue of higher education. 
Generally speaking, the inhabitants expressed scepticism towards the issue of 
external ownership as well as towards the issue of formal education. However, 
there were also people who hold an opposite opinion. The Haga project 
illustrates how different actors seem to give priority to different projects. The 
story illustrates that managers of externally owned firms reason in a way that 
differs from that of the local owner-mangers.  

This illustrates that it is not a question of holding a certain position, e.g. 
being an owner-manager, since employees and people who do not work at all 
had opinions about the above issues too. This illustrates that the degree of 
sharedness go across and beyond organizational units and, furthermore, across 
and beyond organizational positions.  

Inconsistencies: Depending on the Social Context, Different Norms and 
Values Prevail  
The stories illustrate that conflicting views and inconsistencies are to be 
interpreted. Inconsistencies in the sense that depending on which social context 
a person participates in, he or she gives voice to different opinions. Men talked 
about women in a humiliating way, using words they probably would not use 
when there are women present such as hag and crone. When local owner-
managers socialize with each other, for example, they stress one attitude towards 
managers of externally owned firms, while they show a different attitude when 
the managers of externally owned firms are present.  

The story about the local industrial group Gnosjö-Börsen also illustrates 
inconsistencies. According to the story, the local owner-managers wished to 
keep the ownership local. One reason was that they wanted to keep the firms 
acquired locally and allow these to continue on as before. Avoiding external 
ownership implied that they could keep control and make sure that there would 
not be any major changes that influenced business life. Since a great number of 
the inhabitants are connected to each other in one way or another, major 
changes influence everyday life in the community. When the people involved 
talked about Gnosjö-Börsen, they emphasized that that they did it in the 
interest of the community.  

At the same time that it is an advantage to keep the ownership local, there 
are also disadvantages. External owners contribute, for example, with resources. 
New technology, financial resources, new markets, etc. become accessible 
through the new ownership structure. So, even if the stories tell that the local 
industrial group was founded to rescue the region from enemies they blocked 
new knowledge and resources from entering the region. Keeping control was in 
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the interest of the local owner-managers who founded Gnosjö-Börsen, and 
allowed them to stay at their former positions. By this, I am not saying that it 
was not in the interest for the community too, but there was something in it for 
those who sold their firms to the group. Furthermore, when they planned to 
exit and sell their stocks, they looked for buyers outside the region too. 
Suddenly, it was not deemed necessarily to keep ownership, and thereby 
control, of the firms local.   

It is an inconsistency that owner-managers do not want to sell their firms to 
external owners, nor do they wish their children to live the same life as they 
have lived. This way of reasoning creates an impasse. It becomes clear that 
people rationalize their decisions and act based on their present situation. Some 
people did express a positive attitude towards the phenomenon of externally 
owned firms, when the situation favoured them. But, in the same discussion, a 
few lines later, they could express a negative attitude towards the phenomenon. 
This illustrates how inconsistencies emerged.   

Inconsistencies also emerged when it came to cooperation. The stories 
stressed that as an owner-manager, one is alone. At the same time, however, 
they expressed that they are part of the business life of the community and they 
are not alone. Their colleagues are only a telephone call away. Yet at the same 
time, some feel that one should not be too dependent on the region.  

A similar inconsistency emerged regarding how those interviewed reasoned 
regarding economies of scale. Owner-managers expressed that they do not want 
to be like the “big” firms and that they do not want to strive for economies of 
scale. However, the cooperation in different networks was a way of getting 
economies of scale. Moreover, they wanted to be in the front of the 
technological development at the same time as many resisted academic 
knowledge and bragged about their lack of academic knowledge. Some also 
resisted working with information technology to facilitate the interaction with 
customers and suppliers.  

Boundlessness: Blurred and Floating Boundaries of Cultures 
A number of the issues emphasized are not only related to business life in 
Gnosjö, for example the situation and the role of women, immigrants and the 
unemployed. These issues are related to business life but they influence daily life 
in the community as a whole. Being unemployed is very much connected to 
business life in Gnosjö, but a person who is unemployed is not only 
unemployed during working hours. Furthermore, the role of women from a 
business life perspective influences life outside the firm too since business life 
and private life are interrelated in the community. The perspective on women 
and gender-roles is something that goes for both business life and private life. 
The majority of the women employed in the industry in Gnosjö work with 
administration or on the assembly line, while the men have different types of 
tasks.  
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The different stories also illustrate that different social contexts are interrelated 
and overlapping. As an owner-manager, one is the leader of a local firm while at 
the same time one is an inhabitant of the community. Being an owner-manager 
of a family owned firm implies that the public and the private sphere of life are 
interwoven. The stories illustrate that it is easy to give priority to the social 
dimensions rather than to the economic ones. The stories tell that, as an owner-
manager, it is difficult to overlook those who are concerned with and affected 
by the decisions one makes. This stresses the standpoint that cultures are not 
bounded to a certain context or to a certain location, but are instead relational. 
Interpersonal relationships constructed at the workplace exist outside the 
workplace too.    

Being a manager who works for an externally owned firm and who 
commutes to the community, means that one is an outsider in the sense that 
one does not live in the community, but one is, probably, also an outsider 
regarding what knowledge one has access to and can grasp. While the great 
majority of the owner-managers do not have a formal degree, the great majority 
of the managers of externally owned firms do. This person is part of different 
social contexts compared to the local owner-managers, but now and then, their 
social contexts interrelate and overlap.  

Even if the grand narrative has evolved and is constructed around business 
life in Gnosjö, it represents a rather narrow perspective on the Spirit of Gnosjö, 
as illustrated in chapter one. This chapter has given voice to people who have 
been part of constructing the grand narrative, the owner-managers; however, it 
has also given voice to other groups of people. The different voices expressed are 
important for understanding the Spirit of Gnosjö since they are part of 
constructing the Spirit. It has been illustrated that not everybody shares all 
issues and the degree of sharedness varies depending on the issue that is in 
focus. Inconsistencies emerge in the stories. This chapter also illustrates that 
culture is a relational phenomenon, which implies that cultures are constructed 
across and beyond organizational boundaries.  
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Chapter 6 
The Multifaceted Arena of Business 

Related Activities 

Different Types of Social Arenas in Gnosjö 
For many people the Spirit of Gnosjö is about networking between owner-
managers who meet at different meting places in the community, such as 
Rotary, the local trade association, different churches, etc. During these 
meetings they do and discuss business. Others argue that the Spirit of Gnosjö is 
a mentality that goes beyond the firm and the narrow circle of owner-managers. 
For them the Spirit is about helpfulness and solidarity. The mentality 
permeates, for example, the local aid association, the churches, the different 
sport clubs, the local theater association and not only activities that are directly 
related to business.  

This chapter introduces six arenas that, to varying degrees, are related to 
business life in Gnosjö. The arenas are categorized into three groups. The first 
consists of arenas that are closely related to the firms in the region and to 
business life. The arenas looked into are the Trade Association of Gnosjö, Rotary 
and the Network of Young Entrepreneurs. The second group is indirectly 
connected to business life but includes people other than owner-managers. This 
is the political arena and that of the local authorities. These arenas emphasize 
issues that are not strictly related to business, but both of the arenas operate in 
the interest of the local firms. The third category consists of Gnosjö Hjälper (in 
English Gnosjö Helps), the local aid association, an organization where daily 
activities have very little connection to business life, but which is founded by a 
number of actors that are closely connected to business life in Gnosjö.  

Chapter four introduced the two local industrial museums, the open-air 
museums situated in Töllstorp and Hylténs. These arenas are not presented in 
this chapter, even though they are meeting places for people in Gnosjö and 
beyond. Apart from tourists and school children, who visit the museums, the 
museums engage inhabitants who work voluntarily as guides or who are 
engaged in the annual day of the waterwheel. A group of retired men meet 
every second week to do repair work on old machines that have been donated 
by local firms to posterity. The machines are situated in a building opposite to 
Hylténs in Gnosjö. They are part of the local historical industry association of 
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Gnosjö, and of the cultural heritage of the region since today’s assemblies of 
machineries are more high technological. 

This chapter includes arenas outside the firm itself and points towards 
activities that take place at the different arenas, the issues discussed, and the 
people who attend them. The all-embracing empirical questions focused are: 
What can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö with the perspective of the 
multifaceted arena of business related activities as the arena? Who participates 
in each arena? How do the arenas discussed influence daily life in the 
community? The issues introduced in this chapter are: networking, 
contributing to the community, different generations engage in different 
activities, us and them, and building an identity.  

At the end of this chapter, a cultural perspective is applied to the insights 
gained. This discussion shows that all people who live and work in Gnosjö do 
not jointly share all norms and values. The discussion illustrates the 
inconsistencies that emerge regarding the Spirit of Gnosjö and how cultures are 
constructed across and beyond organizational boundaries, at different arenas. 

Three Business Related Arenas 
The business related meeting places discussed are the Local Trade Association 
of Gnosjö, Rotary and the Network of Young Entrepreneurs. 

The Local Trade Association: Taking an Active Responsibility for 
the Community 
There is one local trade association in the municipality of Gnosjö. On a 
monthly basis the population centers of Gnosjö and Hillerstorp arrange their 
own breakfast meetings to which only CEOs from the population centers are 
invited. During my time in Gnosjö, Erland Kohld was the chairman of the local 
trade association. He originates from Denmark and came to Gnosjö when his 
father acquired a firm there. Inge Johansson, who had sold his company, also in 
Gnosjö, was his deputy.  

Breakfast meetings in Gnosjö take place in Töllstorpshallen, which is a 
recreation center with an adjoining lunch restaurant. In Hillerstorp the 
meetings take place at the local inn Haga. In Gnosjö the meeting starts at 7:30 
a.m. every first Wednesday morning of the month. In Hillerstorp, it starts at 
7:00 a.m. every first Friday of the month. The reason for scheduling the 
meetings so early is that the managers do not want to interfere with the work 
day. The meetings last for about one hour. 
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Arenas for Keeping the Owner-Managers Posted about Local Projects 
In both Gnosjö and Hillerstorp a guest speaker is invited to address each 
meeting. Topics under discussion vary and range from issues related to various 
firms and costs of property prices to activities carried out by the local 
authorities. The participants usually have a lively discussion during which an 
attempt is made to provide the necessary answers to the questions raised. In 
Hillerstorp usually a small group is assigned the task of digging up information 
and informing others about the proceedings.  

During one of the meetings in Hillerstorp, which I attended, the topic of 
discussion was the construction of new houses in Hillerstorp. All managers 
present faced the same urgent problem, how to attract people to move to 
Hillerstorp if there are no houses for them to buy? To be able to convince 
people to move there, suitable housing has to be found. The young people who 
originate from the region could not find houses to buy either. So, either there is 
a need for apartment buildings, which the older generation finds attractive 
meaning they might put their own homes on the market, or there is a need for 
more houses. A focus throughout the discussion was that there should be houses 
at a reasonable cost which would be possible for young people to afford. By 
creating an attractive housing environment it should, hopefully, be easier to 
attract people to move to the community and to keep those who wanted to 
stay.  During this discussion, I asked a CEO of an externally owned firm, who 
did not live in the region, whether he would move there if he had the chance. 
His answer came quickly and it was no, without a doubt, Hillerstorp offers too 
few activities from his point of view.  

Once a year the group of CEOs in Hillerstorp arrange a one-day trip within 
the country to make time to socialize. I was invited to join one such trip that 
went to Barsebäck and Malmö. The trip ended with a dinner at Margarethetorp 
restaurant, on the west coast of Sweden. It is a beautiful restaurant with lovely 
food. Throughout the day people had time for socializing and everyone stressed 
that such a trip was of great importance. Networks do not only exist, they have 
to be nurtured. 

Who Attends the Meetings? 
The people who participate in the breakfast meetings are CEOs of locally 
owned firms, both in Gnosjö and in Hillerstorp. Very few CEOs of externally 
owned firms participate even though the meetings are open to CEOs of all local 
firms. This might be a qualified truth. The fact is that one person who 
belonged to the Hillerstorp group told me that it was open for CEOs but they 
did not accept “any Tom, Dick or Harry”, meaning that CEOs of very small 
firms were not welcome.   

Not many from the younger generation visit the breakfast meetings. In firms 
where the second, or third, generation is involved, they hold the fort during the 
time that their father, or mother, participate in the breakfast meeting. Thereby, 
they are not socialized into this arena. The local trade association has created an 
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additional arena named the Network of Young Entrepreneurs, which turns to 
the younger generation that is involved in family businesses.   

There is a story from Hillerstorp that relates how people are socialized into 
the monthly breakfast meetings. A family owned firm in Hillerstorp that had 
recently been sold to an external owner had hired a new CEO. The former 
CEO, originating from Hillerstorp brought the new CEO to the breakfast 
meetings and introduced him to the people there. Taking over the role as the 
CEO of this specific company included participating in the monthly breakfast 
meetings. Since the former CEO originates from the region and knows the rules 
of the game he considered it important and mutually beneficial to introduce the 
new CEO to this arena. CEOs of externally owned firms might not consider 
this arena very important, since the firms they work for probably have a great 
number of business relationships outside the community. Moreover, after 
having finished work, they leave Hillerstorp since they very seldom live in the 
community. This means that even if it is an arena that is open for all the CEOs 
operating in Hillerstorp, not all participate, i.e. different people value the local 
arenas differently.  

Another story that has received great respect among the local owner-
managers is about a man who held the position as the CEO in one of the larger, 
externally owned firms in Hillerstorp. He commuted to work in Hillerstorp but 
the night before the monthly breakfast meeting he used to stay over night at the 
local inn, Haga, where the monthly breakfast meetings are hosted. His reason 
for staying over night was to be able to be there early the coming morning and 
not arrive late for the meeting. This was appreciated by the local CEOs. Even 
though he commuted to the community the local CEOs talked about him as 
one of them. He was born in Värnamo and even if his parents left Värnamo 
when he only was a couple of months old, the locals talked about him as one of 
them.  

Once a year the local trade association arranges a bus trip to a trade fair in 
Europe. Wives are invited on this trip too and participants view it as a social 
event. During this trip CEOs from the community meet and interact with each 
other, catch up with events in the community, and establish new contacts. Both 
business and social life are discussed. The tour gives an opportunity to socialize 
and spend time together without having to attend a formal meeting.  

To sum up, this arena is not open for all owner-managers. Even though the 
importance of cooperation is stressed, some people are excluded from 
participating in certain activities. It is worth noting that the two towns Gnosjö 
and Hillerstorp do not host their meetings together, but separately. This 
illustrates that not all people value or give priority to the same arenas. It shows 
that it is important for managers of externally owned firms to be visible in local 
arenas in order to be acceptable.  
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The Weekly Rotary Lunches at Haga in Hillerstorp 
All the members of the local Rotary club live in the municipality. It is one of 
the rare venues where people from Gnosjö, Hillerstorp, and Kulltorp come 
together. The weekly lunches, that start at twelve o’clock and finish at one 
o’clock, are hosted at Haga in Hillerstorp.  

The majority of members, like in other Rotaries in the world, are men. In 
1999/2000 three of the forty-seven members were women. The great majority 
of the members are owner-managers. There are a number of members who hold 
other positions, for example people from the local authorities and a vicar. A 
person becomes a Rotary member through invitation by the local club. 
Someone in the local club recommends an individual and after having discussed 
the commission in the club, and if he or she is accepted as a member, the 
person is invited to join the club. This means that the members of the club 
choose who to include.   

Most of the members are in their fifties or sixties and a few are retired. 
There are plans to rejuvenate the association by adding younger members. The 
Rotary lunches provide an arena for socializing, coping with the latest 
development in the region and for exchanging viewpoints. Immediately after 
lunch, meetings take place, scheduled as well as unscheduled. The members of 
the club know who to expect to see there, from Hillerstorp as well as from 
Gnosjö and Kulltorp and it saves time to schedule meetings in connection with 
the lunch. After lunch, the entrance to the restaurant turns into a meeting place 
filled with people, holding their car keys in their hands on their way back to 
their factories. This is day-to-day networking that exists because people meet 
face-to-face.  

Local owner-managers make a distinction between the breakfast meetings 
and the Rotary lunches, which many consider to be more official. One local 
owner-manager expressed it as: 

“Rotary is Rotary and people from Gnosjö participate too. When we have 
breakfast meetings we are alone, then it is different. We do not discuss the 
same things at Rotary as at the local CEO-meetings at Fridays.”  

Guest speakers, representing a wide range of different positions, are invited to 
give a talk at the Rotary lunches. At one lunch, a commercial artist who had 
worked for a number of companies in the region, held a speech about how he 
creates motifs that are supposed to represent companies and what they work 
with. The pictures are then used as paintings in the firms, on homepages, and 
for marketing in general. Another example of a guest speaker is the local 
government commissioner, who was invited to one lunch to answer questions 
from the members.  

This arena illustrates a local meeting place that brings people from the 
community together once a week. The weekly Rotary lunch offers the 
possibility for day-to-day networking and people know who to expect to be 
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there. This arena brings different people together, not only owner-managers, 
even if they are the great majority. It is worth noting that the great majority of 
the members are men and belong to the older generation. The arena illustrates 
the division between those who live in Gnosjö and those who live in 
Hillerstorp.  

The Network of Young Entrepreneurs: Socializing with Future 
Colleges from the Neighborhood  
The Network of Young Entrepreneurs is part of the local trade association. The 
members belong to families with a firm in the community. Most of the 
members work together with their parents in the company, but there are a few 
exceptions. There are cases when the second generation has already taken over 
the company. In one case two brothers helped their sons to found a firm. Soon 
after having established the firm, the younger generation took it over. The two 
brothers had established another firm in the region before, which they had sold. 
It is not unusual that the older generation helps the younger like this. One 
entrepreneur, who has been part of establishing one of the larger firms in 
Hillerstorp, which was sold to an external owner, wants his sons to have their 
own firms. When I was in Gnosjö two of his three sons ran their own 
companies. However, unlike the case above, where the older generation helps to 
found a firm, these two companies have been acquired.  

To be part of The Network of Young Entrepreneurs one has to be involved 
in running a firm in the community. Most of the members have grown up in 
the community and they have a passing knowledge of one another. When the 
network was founded, a few people sat down together and identified everybody 
in the community who was involved in a family owned firm, and they came up 
with about 60 persons. It turned out that not everybody, but thirty persons, 
decided to participate. Only a few of the daughters in the firms decided to join 
and only four of the participants at the meetings are women.  

The network is considered important since it boosts cooperation between 
firms and that, in the eyes of the participants, signifies what the Spirit of 
Gnosjö is about. Most of their parents are colleagues, and they cooperate. 
When and if the members decide to take over the businesses in question, they 
want to preserve the spirit of cooperation that exists between their parents 
today. Most of them went to the same school when they were younger, but they 
did not become friends, due to the mental and physical distance between 
Gnosjö and Hillerstorp. Still, the network aims at helping them form the basis 
for future relationships.  

During discussions with people in Gnosjö, it became obvious that people in 
Gnosjö tended to socialize with other people from Gnosjö and the same goes 
for people in Hillerstorp. This was illustrated in a conversation I had with two 
men in their thirties. One of them came from Gnosjö and one from 
Hillerstorp. Even though they were of the same age and met through business, 
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they never met during their spare time. For them it was natural that they should 
not since they came from different towns. The one from Hillerstorp said: 

“If you originate from Hillerstorp you socialize with people from Hillerstorp 
…one spends time together with those who live in the same neighborhood as 
oneself. One meets in sport associations and through the congregation, it is 
not common to commute for socializing. When we went to school there were 
intrigues, and there was trouble now and then. Today this is mostly just talk, 
there may be a foul language [when people in the two population centers talk 
about each other] but it was worse during our school years.”  

Another young man who originated from and lived in Gnosjö but worked in 
Hillerstorp said: 

“People from Hillerstorp and Gnosjö have never gotten on well. I received 
sarcastic comments from people from Gnosjö when I started to work in 
Hillerstorp.” 

These quotations illustrate that there is a mental distance between the two 
towns. 

Arranging Trips 
In the network there is a group of three persons who organize the meetings. 
They also organize day trips for the members, which are rather similar to those 
arranged by their parents. The goal of the trips is to gain knowledge about a 
certain issue and socializing. When they tell about how they plan the trips they 
underline that it is of great importance for them to offer the members of the 
network interesting arrangements.  

One of the trips they arranged was to two companies in Gothenburg, Volvo 
and a company that sells fork lift trucks. The purpose of the trip was to learn 
about logistics. I was given the chance to join their trip and we left the town by 
bus early in the morning and returned around seven o’clock in the evening. It 
was an open and friendly atmosphere. During the visit at the company selling 
trucks, there was one session when we were allowed to give the trucks a trial 
run. They joked about who it was that was going to try and then one person 
addressed another and said:  

“I think you should do it, your company is one that can afford to buy such a 
truck.”  

Since the trucks are high-tech and expensive not everybody would be able to 
buy one. The person encouraged to try the truck was the son of one of the 
fastest growing companies in Hillerstorp, which manages well financially.   

On our way back, a participant stood up in the bus and said that it was easy 
to tell who came from Gnosjö and who came from Hillerstorp. Those from 
Gnosjö were sitting in the front of the bus while those from Hillerstorp sat in 
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the back. Even if the aim of the trip and the network was to socialize, it was 
easy to fall into old roles and spend time with those one already knew.  

With regards to gender, apart from myself and one other woman, all the 
other participants were men. I was told that in a number of cases there may be 
one son and one daughter involved in the business, but for many fathers it is 
obvious that it is the son who is supposed to take over the father’s role. 
Therefore, while sons get socialized into activities of this type, daughters get 
involved in administration. The situation is representative of business in 
Gnosjö, where the great majority of the CEOs are men. 

This arena shows that there is a mental distance between those people 
originating from Gnosjö and those originating from Hillerstorp. It also 
illustrates that one reason for participating in the activities arranged is to get to 
know others who will hold dominant positions in the future, i.e. one considers 
cooperation between local actors important. When it is needed one looks 
beyond the personal relationships and acts in the interest of the firms and the 
community. Finally, very few women are involved in the activities arranged. 

Two Arenas on the Borderline between Business 
and the Community in General  
This part of the chapter elaborates upon two meeting places that are in-between 
business and the community in genera: the political arena and the local 
authorities.  

The Political Arena and Cooperation Beyond Political Boarders  
The three largest parties in Gnosjö are the Christian Democrats, the Social 
Democrats, and the Conservative Party. To see how the mandates have been 
dispersed between the different local parties in the two latter elections see 
appendix 6.1.  

Political parties in the municipality give priority to industry related issues. 
Anything to improve and expand the industry attracts the attention of the 
inhabitants since most openings are within the industrial sector. Political parties 
cooperate to solve problems and find solutions for problems that hamper 
regional development. One of the arenas where the different political parties 
meet and interact is the local government council1. To gain legitimacy in this 
arena it is important to have a perspective that goes beyond one’s own party. A 
person I talked with expressed it as: 

                                                 
1 In Swedish: Kummunfullmäktige. 
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“One has to act in terms of reference to gain legitimacy. One is not supposed 
to stray from the norm …to get legitimacy to act I have to show that I want 
something for the common good. It is not acceptable to usurp oneself of 
opportunities or rights. The political perspective applied in the local 
government council has to be broader than in the interest of the own party. 
Then one gains legitimacy. And this is a sound and good way, I think.”   

When stories were told about politics and politicians, people emphasized that 
they place trust in the persons engaged in politics and vote for these individuals 
rather than for a specific party. By hearsay there are persons who have 
considered quitting their political engagement but since their names have been 
on the voting-paper, it has not been possible. These are person that the locals 
trust.   

Since 1998 the Christian Democrats has been the largest party. One of its 
members in Gnosjö works for the Swedish Parliament. She has always engaged 
in local issues and most of the inhabitants know her and trust her. Since she 
started to work for the Swedish Parliament, she has had an ongoing dialogue 
with the owner-managers in Gnosjö. When the owner-managers were asked 
about this cooperation, they described the situation in very positive terms and 
said that through her they can have a dialogue with the Swedish Parliament. 
When asked what the Spirit of Gnosjö represents for her, she used the words 
networking, cooperation, and a community where people care. This is despite 
the fact that she is actually a newcomer who moved to the municipality in 
1981. The great majority of those I talked with in Gnosjö consider her to be 
one of them.  

The majority of the people who are regularly engaged in politics are 
newcomers. The general view of politics in Gnosjö is that people can engage in 
politics as long as they stick to practical issues and work for the development of 
the industry in the region. Everybody does not share this viewpoint, but the 
great majority does it. A number of those involved in politics had or 
administered their own companies and some still do.  

A woman engaged in one of Gnosjö’s minority parties said that many people 
engage in politics to belong to a group. The main reason for engaging in 
politics is not ideological, instead people tend to join the party in which they 
know other people, the one their friends belong to. She points out that this is 
most obvious in one of the bigger parties where the majority of the people 
engaged also belong to the same church.  

She said that it is hard to engage in a minority party in Gnosjö. The 
established politicians are scornful towards the minority parties. If one is 
supposed to be engaged in politics, then one is supposed to be engaged in the 
correct parties. These parties should focus on the industry in the region without 
reservations and act in the interest of the firms in the region. However, 
sometimes these parties overlook the lesser members of the community. It is 
sad, she said, that the large group of immigrants are not at all represented in 
regional politics.  
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To sum up, as a politician one is supposed to act in the interest of the 
community, with a focus on facilitating business life. Furthermore, it is 
considered bad policy to only focus on those issues that one specific party 
would consider important. Instead one should try to cooperate beyond the 
boundaries of specific parties. A few political parties dominate the political 
arena. An additional interesting aspect is that a great majority of those engaged 
in politics have moved to the community.  

The Local Authorities of Gnosjö 
A majority of the people who hold positions at the local authorities have moved 
to the municipality and do not originate from the region. Generally speaking, 
those who have a formal education have moved in and hold higher service 
positions while those holding lower grades, for example as secretaries, originate 
from the region.  

The aim of the local authorities has always been to help and support 
business life in the municipality. This entails, for example, making sure that the 
roads are all right so the trucks easily can reach the firms or facilitating the 
purchase when of land for building new factories. However, it also includes 
having day-care centers and an after-school recreation center that can take care 
of the children while the parents work. Investing money and energy in teaching 
immigrants Swedish is another project.  

There are conflicting views on which role the local authorities in Gnosjö 
have and should have. A number of owner-managers in Gnosjö expressed that 
they think that the local authorities can do more. They have the feeling that 
representatives of the local authorities lean back, fold their arms, and take the 
Spirit of Gnosjö for granted. According to the owner-managers the local 
authorities rely too much on them and on the firms in the municipality. At the 
same time, the owner-managers expressed themselves in clear terms regarding 
what they do not think that the local authorities should engage in. One such 
thing is the prize offered by the nation-wide organization Företagarna2.  

Once a year Företagarna offers a prize to the most successful owner-manager 
in each district of Sweden. The organization has wanted to offer the prize to a 
owner-manager in Gnosjö for the last thirteen years, but the local trade 
association has always refused it since they do not want to be involved in this 
type of activity. As they see it, it is important to not focus attention on only one 
owner-manager and only one firm, since every owner-manager and every firm 
contributes to the successful and flourishing business climate. Moreover, they 
argue that it is hard to tell which company is the best, since it depends on the 
judging criteria.  

In the fall of 1999, the local trade association received the proposal from 
Företagarna once again and the local trade association refused it once again. 

                                                 
2 The Swedish word “företagare” means leader or owner of a business. 
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The organization then asked the local authorities to help them name a winner 
for the prize. This was a disappointment for the local trade association, which 
had not only sent out a letter to its members to stress what they thought about 
this issue, but they had informed the local authorities as well. Suddenly, the 
local authorities replaced the local trade association and acted in a manner that 
did not coincide with the wishes of the local trade association.   

The winner was chosen and the prize was handed over during a meeting 
with the local government council. The winner of the prize was a family owned 
company in Hillerstorp run by the second generation. One of the arguments for 
letting this company win was the high number of immigrants employed in the 
company. The two brothers in charge of the company were happy, but not as 
happy as they could have been if there had not been any conflicts regarding the 
prize. They said that they had considered not accepting the prize, but they had 
asked the local trade association about what to do and the local trade 
association had encouraged them to accept it.  

When asked about this situation, people employed at the local authorities 
could not understand why it would be a problem to offer the prize in Gnosjö. 
One person compared the prize with an award in environmental control. One 
said that for him the prize did not signify anything and they could do what ever 
they wanted about the prize. He did not care. The way the local authorities 
acted did create distrust between the two actors, the local trade association and 
the local authorities, and it became even more important for the local trade 
association that each actor should take care of their own core business. 

Another disagreement in the municipality, which also is about a topic that is 
in the borderline between business life and the tasks of the local authorities, is 
about the center Gnosjöandans Kunskapscentrum (In English: The Knowledge 
Center of the Spirit of Gnosjö). When the center was established one of the main 
ideas was to focus on further education, which would be offered to companies 
in the region. The main reason for this focus was that the great majority of the 
people in the region lack education. Actors involved in the project did not agree 
about how and what to do and the end result of the project was a senior high 
school. When a group of people working at the center felt that they did not 
gain a hearing for their ideas about focusing on the firms in the region, they 
decided to try to fulfil their vision in another context, which later became IUC. 

A great number of the people in Gnosjö think that it was not necessary to 
have a senior high school in Gnosjö. The main reason is that there are senior 
high schools in the neighboring municipalities of Gislaved and Värnamo and 
the youth from Gnosjö usually commute. One owner-manager said that he 
thought that it is good for the youth to get out and see and experience 
something else other than Gnosjö. A person working at the local authorities 
told me that there is a pattern. The children who have parents who have moved 
to Gnosjö try to get into the senior high school in Gnosjö in the first place. 
While children who have parents who went to the senior high school in 
Gislaved or in Värnamo try to go there instead. For youth living in Hillerstorp, 
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the distance to commute between Hillerstorp and Värnamo is almost the same 
as the distance between Hillerstorp and Gnosjö, and many of them actually 
prefer to go to Värnamo.  

A number of those working at the local authorities do not originate from the 
community. Moreover, the arena illustrates that different actors hold on to 
different norms and values and conflicting ideas can be identified. The prize 
handed out by Företagarna and the local senior high school are two such 
examples of these differences, and one can see that the local authorities and 
owner-managers have different opinions. 

An Additional Arena  
What follows is a discussion of the local aid organization Gnosjö Hjälper, an 
additional arena not directly connected to the world of business. 

Gnosjö Hjälper: Showing Care and Concern Beyond Gnosjö 
Gnosjö Hjälper is a local aid organization, bringing together different 
organizations in Gnosjö. For many of those I talked with, Gnosjö Hjälper 
illustrates cooperation that goes beyond business life in Gnosjö. The 
organization was set up to provide relief to Eastern European countries 
following the collapse of communism. In 1991, three groups were part of 
Gnosjö Hjälper: Missionskyrkan, the labor union Metall and the Lion’s Club. 
The organization, for example, offered pack balls of clothes and other daily 
essentials to orphanages in Romania. The aid was later extended to the Baltic 
States. The organization was spurred by the presence of Latvian immigrants in 
Gnosjö. During a trip to a children’s mental hospital, a delegation from Gnosjö 
Hjälper found that the patients were living in appalling conditions. The 
children slept on straw mattresses and many of them were bed-wetters. The 
organization offered to help, and donated mattresses with plastic covers, sewed 
by women in Gnosjö. The Church of Sweden in Gnosjö also decided to extend 
a helping hand. This meant that almost all of the inhabitants were involved, 
since the majority of the inhabitants in Gnosjö are members of the Church of 
Sweden. Apart from mattresses, beds and farming equipment were also ferried 
to help boost agricultural output. The primary aim of Gnosjö Hjälper is to help 
schools, hospitals, and orphanages.  

The Rotary Club also joined the project along with the local scout 
association. When describing the contributions of Gnosjö Hjälper, people use 
the word genuinely Gnosjö-like. The story why the local scout association 
joined Gnosjö Hjälper is known and retold and many consider it to also be 
genuinely Gnosjö-like since it underlines how important cooperation is. Once a 
year, the local scout association arranged a flea market in Gnosjö in order to 
sponsor their activities. When Gnosjö Hjälper’s second-hand shop was founded 
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it could have become competition for the annual flea market. To avoid 
competition, and to avoid causing the local scout association to lose its income 
from the annual flea market, the scout association was invited to join the 
project Gnosjö Hjälper.  

According to the chairman of Gnosjö Hjälper, Gnosjö Hjälper is an 
association:  

 “Where all of society’s ideologies and interests meet at the same point.”  

The association aims at helping and supporting societies and people in need. 
The aid and relief are often referred to as an example of how the inhabitants see 
life in Gnosjö, how they go about their work, and how different groups can 
come together for something good. Gnosjö Hjälper has little bearing on 
business life in Gnosjö, but owner-managers as members of the Rotary Club or 
the Lion’s Club are indirectly involved.  

The chairman of Gnosjö Hjälper has never had a company of his own. He 
became involved in Gnosjö Hjälper through the church council. Most of the 
people involved were already acquainted with one another before joining the 
organization. Retired people do the majority of the work, such as packing and 
unpacking, but anyone who wants to engage in the organization is welcome. 
People can hand in anything that might be of value for someone else, 
everything from clothes to furniture. The donations are either sold in the 
second-hand shop or packed up and transported to a country in need.  

The second-hand shop is housed in the middle of Gnosjö. The organization 
bought the house in 1997, and this purchase led to increased participation and 
contributions. The shop takes up two floors. On the first there is a room where 
the unpacking and the packing take place, and there is a meeting room where 
the organization hosts its meetings on the second floor. Active members of 
Gnosjö Hjälper hold monthly meetings and the board convenes regularly. I was 
present at a few of these meetings. The board includes representatives from the 
various organizations of which Gnosjö Hjälper is made up.  

The organization owns one bus, which is used for transportation. The house 
they have is mortgaged. When asked why they did not pay the loan they said 
that people donate things because they want to help, not because the 
organization should own its own house. All work carried out in the 
organization is done on a voluntarily basis.  

The goods on sale are of a surprisingly high quality and low price. The 
inhabitants have high opinion of the organization’s activities. It has taught 
them that the items they replace at home can still be useful to those in need. 
Many of the customers of Gnosjö Hjälper’s second-hand shop are immigrants. 
The organization offers an opportunity for those who have left their homes in 
their home countries to furnish a new home inexpensively.  

Those who made donations said that they did not have a guilty conscience 
about replacing nearly new furniture, clothes, etc. as long as these items were 
useful to others. If the number of immigrants had not been that high, the 
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organization would probably not have grown as much as it has. People told me 
that they did not buy things at Gnosjö Hjälper but they gladly donated to the 
organization since its earnings go to foreign aid. Having a guilty conscience 
when replacing nearly new furniture probably results from the idea that one is 
not supposed to show off. Besides, it has only been a few generations since 
Gnosjö consisted of poor, needy people.  

Mainly retired people are involved in Gnosjö Hjälper. The arena illustrates 
how cooperation takes place between different organizations in Gnosjö. 
Moreover, the large clientele of the shop is immigrants. Swedes willingly donate 
to the association but they are more reluctant to purchase items from Gnosjö 
Hjälper.  

Issues Identified when Emphasizing Social 
Arenas in Gnosjö 
From the stories presented the following issues have been identified: 
networking, contributing to the community, different generations engage in 
different activities, us and them, and building an identity. Networking is an 
issue that prevailed in a number of the arenas presented. The importance of 
contributing to the community is also elaborated on. Gnosjö Hjälper illustrates 
that different generations engage in different activities. The Network of Young 
Entrepreneurs illustrates that there is a mental difference between Gnosjö and 
Hillerstorp. People who originate from Gnosjö associate with Gnosjö while 
those who originate from Hillerstorp associate with Hillerstorp. Finally, people 
identify themselves with the region and with the grand narrative of Gnosjö. 
This story illustrates how many people want to contribute to the development 
of the community.  

Networking  
People in Gnosjö, as well as people outside Gnosjö, tend to equate the Spirit of 
Gnosjö with networks and networking activities. The arenas introduced in this 
chapter are important for maturing the social networks in the community. The 
Network of Young Entrepreneurs illustrates how the younger generation tries to 
establish networks between owner-managers of the future. While Gnosjö 
Hjälper, on the other hand, illustrates a network of different organizations that 
cooperate.  

Networking Activities from the Perspective of Owner-Managers in Gnosjö 
At the annual meeting of the local historical industry association of Gnosjö, an 
owner-manager told a story that exemplifies the type of networks that are 
traditionally emphasized through the grand narrative, i.e. networks between 
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owner-managers. His company was founded as a spin-off from the firm where 
he had been employed. To manage to found his own firm with as little loans as 
possible, he asked to have 120 days credit with his suppliers. Since most of his 
suppliers already knew him, his request was granted. Materials were bought 
from the suppliers and thanks to the extended credit he was able to manage. In 
his own words:  

“The personal relationships were crucial, even though I did not have the 
direct contacts with the suppliers during my employment we knew each other 
through my former employer…I live in a unique community with many 
contacts and networks. This is an advantage, an ingredient for the success, if 
that is what we should call it, that the community has had. The networks 
could be considered to be a cog in a big wheel, an important one.” 

Another example of networking is when a firm cutting pipes went bankrupt. 
Initially the firm ordering the pipes used to do the cutting themselves, but they 
made the decision to let someone else do it since this was not their core 
business. The firm put its machine at the disposal of their supplier. The 
supplier did not manage the task and liquidation was the result. A potential 
buyer of the firm was immediately identified to avoid a too long break. This 
process went smoothly because of the strong social networks. The stoppage was 
short and the firm needing the pipes received them. Established relationships 
between the family who owned the cutting firm and the family who owned the 
firm that bought the pipes made the situation unpleasant. It was agreed that a 
bankruptcy would not have been necessary if more responsibility had been 
taken by the person in charge of the firm. This kind of reasoning is typical for 
Gnosjö where the majority of firms serve as suppliers to each other, and where 
people are embedded in interlocking social relationships. 

Outside the region, the companies are reputed for their punctuality and 
trustworthiness, two essential elements necessary for survival in today’s highly 
competitive markets. Dates of delivery and high quality are words of honour in 
Gnosjö. The region’s good reputation depends on honouring delivery times and 
producing products with high quality. Firms in the region are suppliers to each 
other and therefore they depend upon each other. Together they are part of a 
regional entity, which is the key to the flourishing business life of the region. 
Together different actors of Gnosjö have managed to create a strong local base 
for business. Knowledge, information, and resources are kept within the region, 
a competitive advantage it enjoys over other areas. This is possible thanks to the 
networks.  

In the story about Kalle, in the previous chapter, social networks are 
emphasized. He talked about the role of the church and different sport 
associations and stressed that in the church all people are equal, no matter 
which position they hold in a firm. Through the church and different sport 
associations, people meet and socialize. This makes the social networks dense. 
One owner-manager who acquired a firm and therefore moved there said: 
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“When we moved here we were told that if we joined a congregation we 
would get new contacts. And it is true. It is about being part of different 
social contexts… All social contexts are important.” 

Another owner-manager expressed it as: 

“Gatherings outside the workplace are important and play a dominant role. 
Contacts are the alpha and omega. The more one knows, the easier it is to 
manage.”  

Drawbacks of Networking Activities 
However, there are other ways to reason too. During a discussion with one 
owner-manager, it became obvious that he would rather not sell his machines 
on a second hand market. He did not consider it fair that a person could buy a 
machine for fifty thousand crowns while he had bought it for one million. So, 
instead of selling the machines he does not use he has them turned into scrap 
metal. For him it is important that one competes based on certain conditions.  

An owner-manager who had acquired a firm in the community said that he 
was surprised by the interest his arrival generated from local businessmen. He 
told me that he was warmly welcomed and almost all businessmen called him to 
say how happy they were to see him in Gnosjö. This extraordinarily warm 
welcome made him a little bit suspicious. He said his scepticism was well 
founded, and he later discovered that most of the welcoming remarks and 
gestures were made in order to discover what his plans were for running the 
businesses he had acquired. People were curious as to whether his arrival would 
threaten the rhythm of business life in the region. It took him some time to 
understand how life works there, but today he enjoys running a firm and living 
in Gnosjö and he feels like he is part of the community.  

Kalle, in the previous chapter, talked about the social dilemma, how 
networks reach beyond the firm, and how difficult he considered it to fire 
employees. In one or another way he knew them. People in Gnosjö and in 
Hillerstorp are connected to each other, either as relatives, friends, or 
acquaintances. Furthermore, the family bonds are strong and many families are 
interrelated because of marriages. Importance is attached to common points of 
reference, which function as a kind of guarantee, bringing about mutual trust 
and assurance. It also illustrates the degree of responsibility the local owner-
managers have towards the community and its inhabitants. As an owner-
manager, it is important to preserve trust and honour responsibilities at the 
same time. As mentioned earlier, the process has to do with both personnel 
resources and relationships with customers.  

Is Network Just a Fashionable Word? 
A sign I saw in a factory states: “No Admittance Except on Business”. This 
made me question how open the doors in the different firms actually are and if 
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networking is just a fashionable word without any real anchoring in how people 
actually behave in Gnosjö. The saying goes that the owner-managers in the 
community help each other and support each other, and the normal way to 
enter a firm is through the factory to see how production works.  

When people I met talked about cooperation and networks they often 
stressed the positive effect of them. However, there were people who expressed 
the opposite. One owner-manager said in a straightforward manner: 

“There is a special attitude among some people. They think ‘Oh, gosh, I am 
so great’. I find it difficult to trust those people. One decides who one wants 
to cooperate with. If one does not like each other one does not cooperate.” 

A former owner-manager who had sold his firm said that there are different 
types of contacts:  

”I have a large contact surface in the region, I can call some hundred people 
without having to excuse myself for calling, but I only consider myself to have 
really close contacts with five to seven persons.” 

It became obvious that the networks between owner-managers where rather 
restricted.  As one owner-manager expressed it:  

“You know who knows when you need to know.”  

Depending on the character of the question you turn to different persons. 
Owner-managers’ networks are not never-ending, as the grand narrative gives 
them an air of being. Each owner-manager has an inner-circle of friends, whom 
he or she can trust. Of course, the weak ties that exist between people in the 
region should not be overlooked. Gnosjö is a small community and a great 
number of the people are connected to each other in different ways, either 
through the workplace, through churches, through other associations, or 
through family networks. The social networks are therefore dense since people 
have a great number of both strong and weak ties.  

Networking Activities Between Different Organizations in Gnosjö 
This chapter illustrates that networking activities take place between different 
organizations in Gnosjö. One example is how the different political parties 
work in Gnosjö. Another example is Gnosjö Hjälper, an organization that 
brings a number of different local actors together. Finally, the chapter illustrates 
how the local authorities try to act in the interest of the owner-managers and 
the firms in the region and how they try to cooperate with, for example, the 
local trade association. A number of the local politicians are owner-managers 
themselves and know which problems owner-managers face.  
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Contributing to the Community  
People in Gnosjö take an active responsibility for the community. The story 
about house building in Hillerstorp illustrates this. The local authorities have 
always aimed at creating a supporting infrastructure for the inhabitants, for 
business life as well as for social life. There are a couple of owner-managers who 
have built houses, which they rent out to their employees.  

However, there are also a number of people who do not run their own firms 
but who contribute to the community. One example is a woman who is a 
member of the Swedish Parliament and who represents the Christian 
Democrats. She has not been involved in direct business related activities 
herself; however, in different ways, such as taking the role as the mouthpiece for 
Gnosjö in the Swedish Parliament, she has contributed to the development of 
the community.  

There are also other people who contribute to general activities in the 
community. One organization with such activities is Gnosjö Hjälper. Most 
work at Gnosjö Hjälper is voluntary and the organization engages a great 
number of inhabitants. The chairman of the local aid association, Gnosjö 
Hjälper told me that the Spirit of Gnosjö could be viewed as a medal. He said:  

“If one wants to be on the front of the medal, one has to contribute to the 
community. If one does not, one is caught on the seam.”  

He continued:  

“People on the seam, those who are not part of daily life in Gnosjö, they only 
read about the Spirit of Gnosjö.”  

One of the earlier entrepreneurs of Hillerstorp, who founded one of the major 
firms in Hillerstorp, which later was sold to an externally owned firm, is known 
to have contributed a lot to the community. He donated, for example, the 
church bell situated outside Kyrkans Hus in Hillerstorp, opposite to the local 
inn Haga. He also engaged in the construction of the road between Hillerstorp 
and Värnamo.   

Part of the Spirit of Gnosjö is all the activities carried out by non-profit 
organizations, by voluntary work. People contribute and are thereby part of the 
Spirit of Gnosjö, as the chairman of Gnosjö Hjälper expressed it. The 
community is permeated with the Spirit of Gnosjö, which goes beyond business 
life.  

Different Generations Engage in Different Activities 
There is a clear dominance of middle-aged owner-managers in the local trade 
association as well as in Rotary while the Network of Young Entrepreneurs, 
naturally, engages the younger generation. Most of the people engaged in 
politics in Gnosjö are middle-aged. Very few politicians come from the younger 
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generation. The age of the people working at the local authorities of Gnosjö is 
evenly distributed. As for Gnosjö Hjälper, the majority of those involved belong 
to the elder generation.  

When asked if it was hard to get people involved in voluntarily activities, the 
answer was generally yes and almost everybody I talked with cited the large 
amount of work as a drawback of life in Gnosjö. In general, people said that 
they worked too much. Some have full-time jobs during the day and a small 
firm, which they run during their spare time, while others take the chance to 
work overtime to make some extra money. The spare time that is over is 
dedicated to the family. One owner-manager who recently had sold his firm 
said: 

“Yes, I spend too little time with my family. …I never find enough time and 
I have a bad conscience about my family. One is expected to work very much 
and it is easy to be swallowed up by the firm.” 

When another person who was not an owner-manager was asked to describe the 
Spirit she said: 

“The Spirit of Gnosjö is hard working people who invest their leisure time 
and their weekends to establish a company.” 

A woman who was married to an owner-manager and who had young children 
expressed it as: 

“I have seen the other side of the picture and all work that it [running a 
firm] implies. My husband was only at home during Sundays, when they 
children were young. He started working at six o’clock in the mornings and 
finished at eleven in the evenings. He spent Friday evenings at home, 
otherwise he worked all day. It is a characteristic for the region, people work 
too much.”  

A number of the owner-managers I talked with explained that it as it is possible 
to refuse to engage in activities outside the firm for some time, but one day one 
has to accept the need to participate and do one’s share. Many of them consider 
this type of activity to be a common responsibility. They share, for example, the 
idea that they need to have a local trade association, and they consider it 
important because they know that someone has to engage in it and carry out 
the work. In the case of the local trade association, there has been years of 
discussions to find a way to organize the association. So far the chairman of the 
association and the board have worked on a voluntarily basis in addition to 
their normal work. However, the association work takes time and energy so this 
has not been an optimal solution. Therefore, the decision was taken to pay a 
person to take on the responsibility as the chairman of the organization. Years 
of discussion have thus resulted in the full-time employment by the 
organization of at least one person. 
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As for Gnosjö Hjälper, the great majority of the people are retired. Both men 
and women are engaged in the organization, and a few of them have run their 
own companies. When the chairman was asked if he was worried about finding 
people who would want to work voluntarily for the organization, he said that 
he was not. People retire all the time, he said. Most of people who live and 
work in Gnosjö are blue-collar workers and not owner-managers. People have 
their networks in the region and, more than likely, they will live in Gnosjö 
when they retire and then engage in these types of activities. Therefore, Gnosjö 
Hjälper will probably be a meeting place in the future as well, where retired 
people meet, either to take care of the second-hand shop for a couple of hours 
or to pack clothes aimed for foreign destinations.  

So far immigrants have not been involved in this type of activity and 
nobody knows how long it will take until they are socialized into this sphere. At 
present, Swedes and those of foreign extraction live separate lives in Gnosjö. 

People who participate in the meeting places presented above originate in 
most cases from Gnosjö. If they do not originate from Gnosjö, they have 
moved there and lived there for decades. People usually said that sport 
associations and the church were good arenas to attend upon moving to 
Gnosjö. However, if one is not athletic or religious it might be hart to join these 
networks and one might become very lonely and isolated. The majority of the 
people who moved to Gnosjö that I talked with said that they mostly socialized 
with other people who had moved there and rarely with families who had lived 
in the region for generations.  

It is reasonable to believe that it might be hard to join Gnosjö Hjälper, for 
example, or the local theater association (see chapter eight) if one does not 
know the other people engaged in the organizations. The same goes for the 
local industrial museums and the activities they arrange. Since many families 
have lived in the community for generations and many of the inhabitants are 
relatives, the social networks are dense. This might discourage newcomers from 
participating. 

Us and Them  
At first sight it was easy to believe that Hillerstorp and Gnosjö were much the 
same. But differences became visible. Inhabitants of Gnosjö turned out to have 
very strong feelings about their town while the inhabitants of Hillerstorp had 
similar sentiments about their town. That the two towns arrange separate 
monthly breakfast meetings illustrates this. People in Hillerstorp considered 
their companies to be more advanced than the companies in Gnosjö, even 
though the two towns boast different types of industries. While Gnosjö mainly 
concentrates on the production of automatic lathering, the factories in 
Hillerstorp are geared towards stands for products.  

Some said that Hillerstorp suffers from an inferiority complex towards 
Gnosjö, which is the center of the municipality and acts like a “big-brother”. 
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When people were asked about the two towns, most told me the following 
phrase: “Without Hillerstorp, Gnosjö will lose its spirit”. The phrase illustrates 
cooperation and competition between the two towns. People I talked with 
mentioned the phrase with a smile, but with an undertone.  

When people in Hillerstorp talked about their neighboring town of Gnosjö, 
they grumbled. They felt that the local authorities, situated in Gnosjö, 
overlooked Hillerstorp and life there. One example was the tennis hall. Since 
the local authorities did not get involved in the construction of it, inhabitants 
of Hillerstorp decided to carry this out themselves with sponsorship from local 
companies. When these issues were discussed with the local authorities, it was 
argued that the same effort was put into both towns and they considered the 
stories to reflect a friendly tiff.  

The Network of Young Entrepreneurs also illustrates that there is a mental 
distance between the two towns. The participants in the network considered the 
network important since they felt that they did not know each other. When 
they went to school they did not socialize with each other, instead they had 
their social networks in the town where they grew up. One example is two 
young men, both in their twenties, who are both part owners in family owned 
firms. Both of them work a lot and it is not unusual that they spent late 
evenings and weekends looking after the machines in the factories. Since the 
two factories are situated close to each other, they often stop by for a chat with 
the other. This type of daily socializing is hard to carry out when the distance is 
too great and it is quite natural to have the closest network where one lives and 
works. When I asked young people from Hillerstorp if they could imagine 
buying a house in Gnosjö their answers were a quick and strong no and it was 
the same for the people who had grown up in Gnosjö.  

Building an Identity 
There is an articulated interest among the inhabitants for the region and its 
history. Guided tours for schoolchildren are arranged at the local industrial 
museums, and classes visit firms in the region to learn about their current 
products and production. Early in life, young inhabitants learn the past and 
current history of their home community and listen to stories about it. The 
stories make it possible for people to identify and associate with the community 
and the Spirit of Gnosjö, which has become a trade brand.  

The Spirit of Gnosjö, its history and meaning is maintained, mainly thanks 
to voluntary work at the local industrial museums. This type of work constructs 
and strengthens the spirit of community and the concept of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. The talk about the Spirit of Gnosjö and the images constructed matter 
for its renewel and survival.  

The fact that people in the region mythologize their own culture is 
important for its survival. The stories bring people from different groups 
together and become a point of reference. Through school, children learn the 
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background of the community. Furthermore, by supporting and maintaining, 
for example, the local industrial museums, the local authorities actively stress 
the importance of history and of upholding old traditions.  

I saw the word the Spirit of Gnosjö, or the word Spirit, used in different 
contexts during my time in Gnosjö. Names of associations and buildings in the 
region include the word the Spirit of Gnosjö. I also saw it in an advertisement 
when the local authorities advertised for teachers in the local newspaper, the 
advertisement said: “Do you want to work with the Spirit of Gnosjö in a 
practical way on a daily basis?” It was obvious that it was an emotionally 
charged word.  

Discussion 
As in chapter five, this discussion is structured in two different parts. The first 
part emphasizes the empirical questions that are raised at the beginning of this 
chapter. This part of the discussion could be considered a summary of the 
chapter. 

Thereafter a discussion follows in which the cultural perspective is applied to 
the stories told and the issues emphasized. This discussion illustrates that all 
meanings are not jointly shared, that inconsistencies prevail, and that cultures 
are constructed across and beyond organizational boundaries in different arenas. 
The focus is placed on three concepts: degree of sharedness, inconsistency and 
boundlessness. 

A Summary: Focusing on The Multifaceted Arena of Business 
Related Activities  
The questions raised in this chapter are: What can be learned about the Spirit of 
Gnosjö with the perspective of the multifaceted arena of business related 
activities as the arena? Who participates in each arena? How do the arenas 
discussed influence daily life in the community? The issues emphasized are: 
networking, contribution to the community, different generations engage in 
different activities, us and them, and building an identity.  

There are meeting places in Gnosjö where people socialize and where 
information, knowledge, and other resources are spread. This chapter deals with 
the following arenas: the local trade association, Rotary, the Network of Young 
Entrepreneurs, the political arena, the local authorities, and Gnosjö Hjälper, the 
local aid association. These arenas are business related to varying degrees. The 
different arenas are platforms for dialogue and for networking activities. Some 
people participate in several activities while others only participate in a few. 
Issues under discussion differ from one context to another and it is not easy to 
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draw boundaries to separate between the different activities that take place in 
the community.  

Owner-managers meet at various gatherings, such as Rotary lunches and at 
the monthly breakfast meetings in Gnosjö and Hillerstorp, arranged by the 
local trade association, and they share information with each other. At these 
meetings there is a minority of business managers of externally owned firms but 
a great number of the local owner-managers always attend. Issues raised in these 
meetings are mostly related to the local community. Questions and issues that 
are firm-related are often of a general character. The trips to international trade 
fairs arranged by the local trade association are social meeting places, where 
local owner-managers of Gnosjö and Hillerstorp and their wives have time to 
socialize.  

There are few arenas where managers of family owned firms meet managers 
of externally owned firms. According to the stories different actors seem to 
value and give priority to different arenas. This lack of dialogue between 
managers of locally owned firms and managers of externally owned firms might 
be a threat to the knowledge development in the region, since knowledge and 
information are spread between people when they meet and socialize. For a long 
time, strong formal and informal networks between managers have been a 
characteristic of the Spirit of Gnosjö. However, accessing information requires 
that managers either participate themselves in networking activities or know 
someone who does.  

This chapter also illustrates that not all arenas are open to anyone, some 
arenas exclude people. Moreover, there is a mental distance between the two 
towns in Gnosjö and Hillerstorp. Different generations engage in different 
activities and, while Gnosjö Hjälper and the local industrial museums mainly 
attract retired people, there are other arenas for the younger generation. 

The model below illustrates the issues emphasized in this chapter.   
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Figure 6.1 Issues Emphasized  
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Not Only Business Activities  
The stories in this chapter illustrate that the Spirit of Gnosjö involves more 
people than owner-managers. The great majority of the people in Gnosjö are 
employees and work, either in local firms or at the local authorities. The stories 
do also illustrate that life in Gnosjö is not only about business activities, even if 
they play a central role in daily life. This implies that the grand narrative of the 
Spirit, presented in chapter one, gives a narrowed perspective. 

Questions regarding business life are focused in political discussions and the 
local authorities try to focus on facilitating for the industry. Instead of pursuing 
questions that are specific for the individual party, the different parties engage 
in practical issues, which are of interest for the development of the community. 
As a story tells, if one engage in politics it is important to engage in the “right” 
issues and in the “right” parties, other ways one is considered to be an obstacle 
to the development of the community. Activities that support and facilitate for 
business life are important in the community. Owner-managers engage in 
activities outside the firm and they thereby get the possibility to influence and 
take part in the development work of the community. They know that they 
have to do their share if life is to continue as before.   

Stories in this chapter, as in the previous, emphasize that business life is in 
focus in the community. Most people work a lot and it is important to have a 
job. People in the community hold qualities such as being hardworking and 
diligent in high esteem.  

Degree of Sharedness: Different Opinions Regarding the Prize Offered by 
Företagarna 
The story about the prize to the most successful entrepreneur in Gnosjö, offered 
by the nation-wide organization Företagarna, emphasizes two groups of actors, 
which express opposite thoughts about the prize, i.e. the owner-managers who 
are part of the local trade association and the local authorities. This story 
illustrates that different actors hold different norms and values as central.  

The debate about the prize received attention in the local media and thereby 
a message was forwarded from the owner-managers to the people in the 
community. The message was: All firms are needed and we do not want to 
stress one firm before any others. Furthermore, the owner-managers had an 
audience also beyond Gnosjö, the nation-wide organization Företagarna. 
Regarding this issue the local trade association took side against the local 
authorities. By taking an opposite position against the local authorities they 
conveyed the message that they consider the prize and activities about business 
life their business and not an issue for the local authorities. They also stressed 
that they do not necessarily agree with the local authorities. It is obvious that 
the prize had a strong symbolic value for the local owner-managers.  
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Inconsistencies: Do Not Be Conspicuous about Wealth and Achievement 
Stories illustrate that community members in Gnosjö should not be 
conspicuous about their wealth. People in Gnosjö are socialized into a behavior 
that one is not supposed to show off. The great majority of those who have the 
financial possibility to show off, avoid doing so within the community. In 
general, people devote time to a more flamboyant lifestyle when they are 
outside Gnosjö, for example at the west coast. This issue is further elaborated 
on in the following chapter.  

A great numbers of people are engaged in voluntarily work. According to the 
chairman of Gnosjö Hjälper this is one way for those who are not owner-
managers to be part of the Spirit, to be on the front of the medal and not to 
only read about the Spirit. Those who are carrying out voluntarily work are 
appreciated and a number of persons are remembered for their hard work for 
the community. There are also owner-managers who have contributed to the 
community and the development of it, besides their business activities. One 
person is the “founder of Hillerstorp”, Karl Törefors, an owner-manager who 
founded one of the major firms in Hillerstorp. He donated the church clock to 
the Church of Sweden in Hillerstorp. He was also a promoter of the 
construction of the road between Hillerstorp and Värnamo. Another person is 
Malcom Johansson who was a promoter for the industrial historical museums, 
Hylténs. Giving back to the community does not necessarily mean that a 
person is conspicuous about his wealth and achievements, but instead generous 
towards the community. But, since the act of giving something to the 
community is a public act it is difficult to keep it as a secret. Those who donate 
to the community strengthen the possibility that they will be remembered and 
talked about, through the tangible objects that are the result of their donation. 
This is not considered to show off, even if it could be considered that. As long 
as a person acts in the interest of the community it is socially acceptable.  

This could be interpreted as people have found new ways of becoming the 
hero and thereby become seen in the community. Building a nice factory or 
donating time or objects to the community, cannot really be questioned by the 
community members since they themselves benefit from it.    

Boundlessness 
This chapter illustrates that people meet outside the firm too. Owner-managers 
talk about business related issues at the different meeting places when they 
meet. This shows that it is not the physical place that is of importance, but 
instead it is the people who meet and interact since they are the ones who 
construct cultures.  

Taking a closer look at the arenas introduced, it becomes clear that many 
actors are involved in more than one network. The chairman of Gnosjö 
Hjälper, for example, was engaged in the Church of Sweden too, where he was 
a member of the church council. The same goes for a number of the owner-
managers who have been engaged in politics, in the local trade association, and 



Jönköping International Business School 

 150

in Rotary. The woman engaged in the Christian Democrats provides another 
illustrative example. Apart from being engaged in politics, she is also a member 
of a congregation in Gnosjö. Furthermore, she was a teacher in Gnosjö before 
becoming a politician, which means that she also has a network within the 
educational system in Gnosjö, where her former colleagues still work. She has 
also been part of establishing the local theater association. People like her 
become links in the community. They are part of different social networks and 
socialize at different meeting places. This causes the different social networks to 
overlap and interrelate, which makes boundaries of cultures blurred and 
floating. Through different people, information is spread and arenas consisting 
of different generations of people are connected.  

As one of the stories illustrates, it might be a social dilemma that means 
people are as connected as they are through the different networks. Since 
everybody is connected in one way or another, way it is difficult to fire 
employees. Such an act has consequences on arenas beyond the business firm.  

As stories illustrate, it is important, and almost expected, that the owner-
managers, but also others, take an active responsibility for the community. 
Taking an active responsibility for the community involves voluntary work in 
activities such as the local trade association, Rotary, politics, church activities, 
Gnosjö Hjälper, the local industry museums, etc. This implies that different 
people are present in different arenas, but also that they might act according to 
different norms and values, depending on whom they interact with and in 
which context. This makes boundaries of cultures even more blurred and 
floating.  

Through an organization like Gnosjö Hjälper, which gets support and help 
from a variety of actors in Gnosjö, different local actors get in contact with each 
other. People get to know each other, and networks become interrelated and 
overlapping.   
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Chapter 7 
The Church as an Arena  

A Meeting Place for All Generations 
Gnosjö is situated in an area of Sweden traditionally known as a part of “the 
Bible belt” and the church plays a dominant role in Gnosjö. This role is not 
restricted to the Church of Sweden (The Lutheran Church of Sweden). Free 
churches, with their large following, also have a fundamental part to carry out 
in the community.  

People expressed that the church is an arena for networking activities and 
they acknowledged the role the church plays in the community. In the old days, 
the church was an important meeting place outside the firm and had a 
domineering role in almost every aspect of life. Even today, the church is a 
meeting place frequently visited by the inhabitants. Though relatively small 
towns, the total number of churches in both Gnosjö and Hillerstorp is 
surprising. To get an overview of the different churches in the municipality and 
the number of members please see appendix 7.1. From a general point of view 
more people tend to engage in activities in the free churches compared to in the 
Church of Sweden, which has more associate members. It is hard to tell exactly 
how many persons consider themselves to be religious in Gnosjö. A figure that 
was given to me was that about 20 percent of the inhabitants are religious. 
According to appendix 7.1, about 16 percent of the inhabitants belong to free 
churches; however, it should not be forgotten that the church separates between 
those who are members and those who are attendants. The attendants 
participate in the activities and services offered by the congregation, but they 
are not necessarily members of the congregation, so the number of attendants is 
generally higher than the number of members in free churches. The Church of 
Sweden generally has a high number of members, but the great majority of 
them are associate members.  

In one way the role of the church has weakened over time, and the number 
of members, in relation to the number of inhabitants, is not as large today. On 
the other hand, the churches do arrange a number of new activities today. In 
short, the church is still an arena visited by a great number of the inhabitants, 
particularly during Sundays but also during the other days of the week.  

Different groups and different generations meet and interact in the church. 
The churches in Gnosjö arrange several activities for different ages, e.g. a day-
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care center, KFUM (the Y.M.C.A., the Young Men’s Christian Association, in 
English), and special meetings arranged for women with new borns.  

The Alpha course, the confirmation camp, and Full Gospel Businessmen 
Fellowship International, which is a network of owner-managers with strong 
beliefs, are all arenas to be introduced in this chapter. The all-embracing 
empirical questions raised are: What can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö 
with the perspective of the church as the arena? Which activities are arranged by 
the church? How does the church influence the daily life of the community? 
The different issues introduced are: the role of the church, newcomers, business 
life and church life in Hillerstorp, alcohol taboos, paying tithes, and the value of 
equality. 

The empirical insights gained in this section will be summarized and a 
cultural perspective will be applied to the different issues at the end of the 
chapter. This discussion is included to illustrate that different people hold on to 
different values and opinions in the community and to point out the 
inconsistencies that are highlighted through the stories themselves. Moreover, 
the discussion will illustrate that cultures are constructed across and beyond 
organizational boundaries and in different arenas. Three concepts are used: 
degree of sharedness, inconsistency and boundlessness, are used. 

The First Arena - The Alpha Course 
The idea of the Alpha courses first originated in Britain, but soon acquired an 
international dimension. The course can either be arranged within one 
congregation or in fellowship with other churches (ecumenically). In 
Hillerstorp it is arranged ecumenically and the first course was offered in the fall 
of 1999. I learned about the course from one of my case companies, where both 
the CEO and his son had participated in the course and had enjoyed it a lot. A 
couple of months later, during a Rotary lunch, the vicar in the Church of 
Sweden in Hillerstorp asked me if I wanted to participate. I considered it a 
good idea and signed up for the course the following spring.  

Taking part in the Alpha course contributed to my understanding about the 
Spirit of Gnosjö and through the intimate discussions during the course I 
learned about the community of Gnosjö, its people and the role of the church. 
The aim of the course is to provide the participants with a better understanding 
of the meaning of the Christian faith, and it includes ten meetings. We met on 
Wednesday evenings at seven o’clock in one of the churches in Hillerstorp or 
Törestorp. Approximately 45 persons took part. Each meeting started with an 
evening meal, cooked by a group of people who did not participate in the 
course. After the evening meal, one of the pastors from the free churches or the 
vicar from the Church of Sweden held a lecture for about forty minutes. We 
then worked in small groups to discuss the evening topic. My group consisted 
of a vicar belonging to the Church of Sweden, his wife, three men running their 
own businesses and two women, one of them working in the Church of Sweden 
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and the other an employee in a regional firm. The leaders in the different 
churches decided on the grouping and members from the different churches 
were mixed into different groups. Believers were also mixed with non-believers.  

One reason for running the course was to offer people in Hillerstorp the 
chance to learn from one another. In some cases people have preconceived ideas 
of the different congregations, leading to mental boundaries. In order to 
overcome these prejudices the groups were mixed. The prejudice that women 
belonging to the Pentecostal Movement, the Filadelfia church in Hillerstorp, 
were not allowed to cut their hair and to wear make-up still signifies the 
Pentecostal Movement for older people. Before 1950 the Pentecostal 
Movement encouraged women not to cut their hair since St. Paul says that only 
harlots would do so. When a woman had found salvation, she was encouraged 
to let her hair grow and wear it in a bun. The Pentecostal Movement broke 
with this idea in the 1950s, but people still associate this practise with what it 
means to follow this faith.  

Consuming alcohol was another issue that was discussed in the group. Some 
felt that it was an explicit rule that one should not consume alcohol, but they 
do so regardless. They would never buy the alcohol in Gnosjö, and probably 
not consume it in Gnosjö either, but somewhere else.  

A general criticism that was articulated during our discussions was that the 
free churches have a number of explicit rules for how to behave. However, these 
rules are not always followed and this has created an attitude among these who 
do not belong to a free church that the worshipers in the Free Churches 
consider themselves to be superior, even if they break many of the rules 
themselves.  

In the Alpha course there was not an explicit aim to convert those who did 
not believe, even if many of the believers probably would have wanted this. 
While the Alpha meetings were held, a group of believers met in another 
church and prayed that the souls of the non-believers should be saved and that 
these people would achieve salvation. My first reaction was that this was 
strange, but after a while I was impressed that they cared. Furthermore, it 
showed what perspective the believers had towards the non-believers.  

The meeting ended at half past nine in the evening and it was never 
prolonged, probably because the next day was a working day and everybody 
should know when to end.   

What is and What is Not a Sin? 
Each meeting had its own theme. One of the themes was sin and what it means 
to commit a sin. It turned out that the participants in the group had quite 
different ideas, for example some considered homosexuality and abortion to be 
sins while others did not.  

It became obvious that people who are homosexuals leave Gnosjö as soon as 
possible and move to bigger cities, such as Gothenburg or Stockholm. They 
were not only seen as strange and odd since they live outside the norm, but the 
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community also considered such a lifestyle to be “living in sin”. Having an 
abortion was also considered to be a sin. When asked if it was a sin if the 
conception was the result of rape, the group’s answers were not as clear. We 
discussed Hillerstorp and how a small community constructs certain outlooks 
on life. Living in a small community where the great majority have a job and 
live in wealth, and where the great majority live in core families and are 
surrounded by strong social networks does create a certain outlook on life. One 
starts to take certain things for granted and constructs the world according to 
what is experienced in the hometown.  

Through intimate discussions during the meetings the participants gave me 
their perspective of the Spirit of Gnosjö. Sometimes they talked about their 
hometown with pride and sometimes with humility.  

Envy - a Drawback of the Spirit of Gnosjö 
Envy was stressed as a drawback of the Spirit of Gnosjö and one person said:  

“Within a radius of eighty kilometres there is a lot of envy, probably more 
than in the rest of Sweden.”  

They said that individual material success has become a goal and people have 
problems in appreciating what others achieve. They illustrated this with 
different examples, from cars to garden lanterns. People in Gnosjö know when 
someone has bought a new car, what brand it is, and how it is equipped. Such 
envy also goes for smaller things like garden lanterns. If one person has bought 
a new lantern for the garden, it will probably not be long before others have 
something similar in their own gardens. It is possible for most people to afford 
to buy material things and if people cannot afford it they work overtime.  

They said that the high material standard in the community is amazing and 
that people have started to take this for granted, without reflecting about how 
wealthy their lives actually are. The focus in life has become tangible assets and 
not a rich social and spiritual life. The time when the entrepreneurs toiled and 
moiled to build up the companies is only one generation away. Some said that 
if the entrepreneurs who were the pioneers had seen how life is in the 
community was today, they would probably turn over in their graves.  

A great number of the owner-managers expressed that they did not want 
their children to live the same kind of life because there was too much hard 
work and too little time over for family and friends. This might be one reason 
why owner-managers, belonging to the second or third generation, decide to 
sell their firms. Why should the next generation work so hard? The majority of 
the children grow up, and have grown up, with their father constantly working 
and the only time they have to spend with him is in the factory. The same goes 
for toolmakers and blue-collar workers who also work a lot due to the demands 
of the firm.  

The vicar said that he tried to include the aspect of too much work and too 
little rest when he officiates his services. He said that the Spirit of Gnosjö is 
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equated with a great amount of work and people forget about other things that 
count in life, like spending time with the family and showing care and concern. 
A service hosted by one of the free churches of Hillerstorp, which I attended, 
started in a similar way. The pastor said:  

“We should remember to enjoy everything that matters in life even that which 
is not tangible, especially in a region like ours where people are doing well.” 

Learning About The Holy Spirit 
Part of the Alpha course included going to a camp about the Holy Spirit, a 
phenomenon that I had little knowledge of. Intercession was also practiced at 
the camp, and since I did not have any experiences with this type of activity, I 
told the vicar that I probably would leave the building during the intercession. 
The intercession is also part of the ceremony in the Church of Sweden with 
which I am familiar, but the visitors do not participate as they do in the free 
churches. I had heard that at the free churches the participants usually express a 
great amount of feeling connected to being saved and it sounded strange and 
unfamiliar for me. However, the vicar encouraged me to participate anyway and 
I did. I felt it would have been unfair to judge something I had not tried, and 
since I do belong to the Church of Sweden I did not consider it unethical.  

During the intercession, I was told that they appreciated having me there 
and that they had appreciated my questions during our meetings together. I was 
surprised to find the act of intercession to be the way it was, and I realised that 
it probably means a lot to the people involved. It gives them an opportunity to 
lighten their conscience and they receive feedback from someone they trust, the 
leader in their congregation. In a small and closed society this might be 
important. 

The Second Arena - The Confirmation Camp 
The Church of Sweden in Hillerstorp arranged a camp for the candidates for 
confirmation in the spring of 2000. I was asked to join the camp by the vicar, 
responsible for the confirmation group since he needed the help of another 
adult. Joining the camp gave me an opportunity to get in contact with the 
younger generation of Hillerstorp.  

The camp was hosted at a study center situated about a 45 minute drive 
from Jönköping, inbetween Hillerstorp and Jönköping. Seven young girls, three 
young boys, an assistant, the vicar and I all attended the camp. The camp was 
during a weekend in April and started early Saturday morning and ended with a 
church service, including a performance, around lunchtime the next day. The 
candidates for confirmation were responsible for the worship during the Sunday 
service in the church of Kävsjö. This worship functioned as a final rehearsal 
before the confirmation and was arranged as a drama performed by the 
candidates of confirmation. I had met the participants a week earlier during 
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class, so we were not total strangers. They met three times per month, from 
September until the beginning of May, to learn about the Christian faith. 
During the camp they had a test in which their knowledge of the Bible was 
tested. 

Meeting these young people gave an additional perspective of Gnosjö and 
the Spirit of Gnosjö. They were fourteen years old and just about to grow up. It 
became clear that they were all quite different and had different backgrounds. 
Some of them had been sheltered but some of them had not. Few of the 
participants had parents who ran their own firms. None of them had really 
reflected upon the Spirit of Gnosjö. They had visited the local industry 
museums and factories but that was more or less all. The confirmation camp 
provided an idea of what young people associated with the Spirit of Gnosjö.  

During the evening service I was asked to help the vicar with the imposition 
of hands when he made an appeal to them. It was hard to decide if I should 
participate or not. He thought that I should and I thought that I should not. I 
decided to participate but to do it in my way. Which meant that I did not talk 
about their future religious life but about their futures in general and I wished 
them good luck. I considered this possible since the activity took place after the 
first day and I had spent time talking with the teenagers and knew a few things 
about each of them.  

The story about the confirmation camp illustrates that it is possible for an 
outsider to be accepted in the community. I was flattered when I was asked to 
join the camp, for me, doing ethnography, it meant that I had managed to 
come close to the field and that I had been accepted by it. However, the 
activities I had been involved in were church activities and people do say that as 
long as newcomers join the church or a sport club they do have a chance to be 
accepted in the networks.  

Avoiding Competition  
To avoid competing to win over Gnosjö’s young, the different congregations 
try to cooperate, for example, they try to avoid scheduling activities on the same 
day and they also coordinate with the sports clubs. The three largest free 
churches in Hillerstorp, the Pentecostal Movement, Betania, and 
Missionsförsamlingen1 of Hillerstorp, cooperate to a large extent, while the 
cooperation between the remaining churches is limited. When the time comes 
for confirmation, the teenagers either choose to go to their own congregation or 
they join the ones where their friends go. The church is a social meeting place 
for the teenagers in Hillerstorp. However, the ones who are teenagers today will 
be tomorrow’s members of the congregation. Since the activities in the free 
churches are paid for with money from the members and carried out by the 

                                                 
1 I have chosen to keep the Swedish word Missionsförsamlingen, since it is impossible to translate 
it to English. Missionsförsamlingen of Hillerstorp is associated with the Swedish Alliance Mission 
and is not part of the Swedish Covenant Church. There is a similar congregation in Gnosjö and I 
use the Swedish word also when I discuss this congregation. 



The Spirit of Gnosjö – The Grand Narrative and Beyond 

 157

members, the number of future members is important, and thanks to its 
members the congregation can carry out and develop its commitments. It is 
important for the different churches to attract external members (defined as 
external growth in the church context) as well as members from the other 
congregations (defined as transfer growth in the church context), to survive the 
future. Today, it is not unusual that people change congregation and children 
may not choose to join the same congregations as their parents. Moreover, 
people do not necessarily marry within the congregation, as was the case earlier, 
and this is something that has had a positive influence on the ecumenical 
activities in the community.  

Many people have been socialized into congregations since they were young 
and a great number of them have never been forced to make a decision about 
their faith, which their parents, or maybe their grandparents did. A 
consequence is that they tend to take the church and its values for granted 
without reflecting about what they actually think and what they themselves 
stand for and represent.  

The Third Arena - A Network of Owner-Managers with Strong 
Religious Beliefs 
Through the Alpha course I had the chance to meet with an owner-manager 
taking part in another religious network known as Full Gospel Businessmen 
Fellowship International (FGBMFI). The network was founded in 1952 in 
United States. The main reason for its creation, I was told, was that mostly 
women were engaged in the church while the great number of the men spent 
time in restaurants. A way to change this was to found FGBMFI. The network 
was founded in Sweden in 1966. Today it exists in 150 countries all over the 
world. I was invited to attend a meeting by FGBFI, hosted at a firm in a 
neighboring town to Hillerstorp. The participants came from all over the region 
and, despite its name, women attended as well.   

The purpose of the network is to tell about Jesus Christ and the Christian 
faith in working life. Meetings are also arranged in restaurants and other public 
places frequented by people who normally do not visit the church. Finally, the 
network aims at uniting Christian people who belong to different churches and 
denominations. According to their leaflet, members are supposed to help other 
people to get to know Jesus, be missionaries and make sure that meetings in 
hotels and restaurants are as pleasant as possible. Their values are to believe in 
the Bible, which is God’s word and what the Bible tells is the truth, according 
to them. They believe in the trinity, they count on that God speaks to them 
through the Holy Spirit and through the Bible and guides them through their 
everyday lives. They also stress that they believe that God performs wonders 
every day. Finally, it is Jesus who makes a life with God possible. 

During the meeting I met a network of owner-managers with strong beliefs. 
According to them, the success of their firms was based on the blessing of God. 
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In the annual report of the local FGBMFI association they started by thanking 
God for the success of their businesses and the association. 

One of the more devout members of the association was invited to speak at 
the meeting. He attributed everything in his life to God and said that he 
followed God’s commandments closely. According to him his relation to God 
gave him confidence. He argued that a life is made up of decisions. Personally, 
when he has to arrive at a decision he turns to God for help in both his business 
life and his private life. Regarding his business life, God has been involved in all 
his strategic decisions and the guidance of God has always been good since his 
company today is growing with a high turnover. He went to great lengths and 
said that God had even been involved in the decision about which color his car 
should be. When finishing his speech he said:  

“You should involve God in your decisions as an owner-manager, let the 
Holy Spirit lead you and give you assurance.” 

It was interesting to participate in the meeting and it took a great amount of 
energy and time to understand that people involve God in all decisions. 
However, I came to understand an additional perspective of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. There is a saying that the Spirit of Gnosjö exists thanks to God. When 
listening to the speech, I started to reflect upon the Spirit of Gnosjö. I learned 
that the religious faith of this man probably made him take more risks as an 
owner-manager since he believes that God supports him. This might be one of 
the reasons why so many believers also start up their own businesses. With the 
trust in God and the Spirit of community in the congregation, they must feel 
that they are seldom left alone.  

Issues Identified when Emphasizing the Church 
as an Arena  
The following issues have been identified from the stories presented: the role of 
the church, newcomers, business life and church life in Hillerstorp, alcohol 
taboos, paying tithes, and the value of equality.  

The Role of the Church 
There are two distinct viewpoints regarding the role of the church in the 
community. Church members think that the church is important for the 
construction of the Spirit of Gnosjö, while non-members tend to attach less 
significance to the church. Among the church-goers there is a group of people 
who argue that the region’s success is due to the Holy Spirit, which pervades 
the community. This is not an opinion that is shared by all those who are 
religious in the community, but by a great number. For them, the number of 
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believers is critical for the region’s economic development. People who 
emphasized the role of faith said that God has made Gnosjö one of the most 
arid regions in the world. According to them, thanks to faith Gnosjö has never 
been disillusioned due to economic crisis as there has always been a job for 
almost everyone. Some also attribute faith with the industrial growth. Instead of 
arable land, God has endowed the region with a potential for creativity, 
innovation, and entrepreneurship.  

In an article in Kyrkans Tidning (2000) two administrators said that they 
think it is possible to worship both God and mammon. One of them, Inge 
Johansson, is today the chairman of the local trade association, he considers 
himself an administrator and through his work he is in God’s service. 

In another article published in Magazinet2 (1999) the local government 
commissioner, Göran Aronsson, also attributes the region’s success as an 
industry hub in Sweden to God. He says devotion to God and respect of 
religious principles are among other factors fuelling the development in the 
community. However, the successful industrialization of the region and the 
affluence the inhabitants have enjoyed have not made them forget the time 
when the community lived in abject poverty. Now and then, they remember 
their hard times. He also says that some 50 percent of the local government 
council are Christians. At the time of the field study, the local board of 
education, social welfare department, culture department, and recreational 
board, were all headed by believers. He adds that although not all inhabitants 
are believers, Christian values play an important role in daily life.  

In the same article, Jan-Erik Nilsson, owner of Haga Metall in Kulltorp, also 
reiterates that Christian values are of paramount importance for the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. Nilsson, himself a Pentecostalist, also maintains that a great number of 
the managers are Christian, and are actively engaged in church activities. He 
contends that these managers normally shoulder the responsibility for their 
employees and the Gnosjö community at large. As he sees it, Christian 
doctrines work as a guide for both private and business life in the community.  

The other group, which mainly consists of non-believers, believed that the 
success is mainly due to associations like those of the trade association, Rotary, 
and sport associations. This group argued that the Church is a meeting place in 
the community, but they did not ascribe the success of the community to the 
Holy Spirit. It is not surprising that people have different viewpoints, since 
people’s viewpoints usually reflect their beliefs and daily life experiences.  

When asking one believer, a woman in her thirties, if the values held by the 
churches have reached out to the community and to the non-believers too, she 
said:  

                                                 
2 Livets Ord, an organization that among other things emphasizes the relation between faith and 
economic success, is legally responsible for the magazine Magazinet.   



Jönköping International Business School 

 160

“Those who belong to a congregation, they care about the church but not the 
others. Before, daily life was very much founded on the Ten Commandments, 
for some it was a yoke for helping others.”  

When a non-believer was asked about the role of the church he said: 

“Many people are engaged in the church. The community is split into two 
camps. Those who belong to a church and those who do not, this is obvious. 
Those who belong to a church they have managed, many of them have 
managed. Moreover, they have a spirit of community. I visited a church 
together with a friend who is a believer. It is obvious that they have a spirit of 
community, a confidence. However, Gnosjö does have social problems. There 
are people here who do not have this confidence. There have been a lot of 
problems with drugs in the region. There is a boarder between people who 
belong to a church and those who do not, but it is hard to grasp, it is about 
affiliation. There is a gap but it is hard to tell who is included and who is 
not.” 

For some of the people I talked with, morality is part of religion and they 
expect church-goers to show high morals and ethics, much more than those 
who stay away from the church. When asked if those who frequently visit the 
church and belong to a congregation have a higher moral, I was given the 
following answer from a person who was an active Pentecostalist: 

“There are those who are known to say one thing in the church and then 
behave differently outside the church. I do not think they know how wrong 
they act. They act in one way, they misbehave, and then they go to the 
Church and ask for forgiveness. I know a couple of people who act like that. 
Other people question how they can behave like that, mainly those who are 
not church-goers themselves. If I had been their boss or colleague, I would 
have talked with them. We discussed this in my Alpha group, and everybody 
knew who we were talking about, and we said that it should be our 
responsibility to talk with them. However, we agreed that none of us feels 
responsibility for those people, but I would have said something it if they had 
been closer to me.” 

For others, the church is merely an arena, giving access to relationships and 
contacts that might be fruitful to the running of a firm. For them high morals 
and ethics have nothing to do with religion. Sometimes the inhabitants are 
encouraged to join a church just to establish relationships with each other. For 
owner-managers, it is important to be part of different social contexts to 
establish, create, develop and cultivate relationships with others in the 
community. 



The Spirit of Gnosjö – The Grand Narrative and Beyond 

 161

Newcomers  
A frequently discussed topic was how it is to move to Gnosjö, given that one 
does not know anybody in the community. According to people who had 
moved to Gnosjö, who I spoke with, the biggest drawback concerning life in 
Gnosjö was that they felt excluded from the social life. Since they were not born 
there and did not socialize with anyone who is, they were considered outsiders. 
A great number of them did not have any contact at all with people who 
originally originated from Gnosjö. People did express that they did not feel part 
of the community because they were not part of a congregation or a sports 
association. For newcomers, associations such as churches and sports activities, 
function as venues for socializing with the inhabitants of the community. 
However, many of those I talked with who had moved to Gnosjö only became 
friends with their counterparts, i.e. others who had moved in to Gnosjö. From a 
general point of view it seemed easier for church-goers to establish new 
contacts, even if they did not originate from Gnosjö. A number of stories, 
following below, illustrate what it is like to move to Gnosjö. In a number of the 
cases, the people or family who moved in had acquaintances in the region, but 
few had a close relationship with anyone.  

Four Stories about Newcomers 
One woman, a member of Missionsförsamlingen in Gnosjö, told me that their 
neighbor, together with a group of members of the Church had brought food 
to her and her family when they just had moved to Gnosjö. Cousins of her 
husband lived in Gnosjö and through them the rumor of their arrival was 
spread. She and her family were members of Missionsförsamlingen where they 
lived before moving to Gnosjö. So it was, she said, probably expected that they 
should join Missionsförsamlingen in Gnosjö too. She had never experienced it 
as difficult to become part of Gnosjö. During an interview, over a cup of coffee 
in her home she said:  

“I have moved into the Spirit of Gnosjö, and I really thought that Gnosjö 
was a different community when I came here. Of course, it has advantages 
and disadvantages, but the advantage of the Spirit of Gnosjö is the enormous 
networks that are woven. They are woven between different generations, 
between families, since many people have stayed in the community. One helps 
and supports each other and that goes for enterprising too, since much goes 
through family networks. However, they are not bound to that. They [the 
people] are open and generous towards strangers who come here too. We were 
strangers from the beginning but we were immediately included in a number 
of networks. There are a lot of invisible links in this community from person 
to person, which creates confidence … And I was surprised, I thought that 
the Spirit of Gnosjö was more closed than what I have experienced here. I 
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think it has been incredibly open, welcoming, also towards those who did not 
belong here from the beginning. It has been easy to mover to Gnosjö. ”  

A young woman who recently had become a mother told another story. They, 
she and her husband, had moved to Hillerstorp rather recently and she said that 
thanks to the church they had felt at home from the beginning. She was part of 
a group of young mothers who had met through the Church. The young 
mothers, belonged to different churches, some to the Church of Sweden and 
some to free churches. She told me that her husband had been married before 
and had one child from his former marriage. Since they were part of the 
Pentecostal Movement of Hillerstorp, I had to ask how the church perceived 
this. My pre-understanding about the Pentecostal Movement was that they look 
down on divorces. She told me that in a way they did but that divorces also 
existed among the people belonging to the Pentecostal Movement. Moreover, 
she told me that her husband had not achieved salvation at that time, which 
mattered for the church. She had been religious before moving to Hillerstorp 
but she had been a member of another church other than the Pentecostal 
Movement. 

The third story is about a man who had lived in Hillerstorp for twelve years 
when I interviewed him. He was born in South Africa. There were mainly three 
reasons for him ending up in Hillerstorp. His father was a Swede and before 
becoming a missionary he had, among other things, been a pastor in one of the 
churches in Gnosjö. Moreover, his sister met a man in Africa who originated 
from Hillerstorp, and finally, he had liked Sweden, Gnosjö and Hillerstorp 
when visiting. When he came to Hillerstorp with his family they stayed for a 
period of time at his sister’s residence. This facilitated their situation a bit, since 
their whole life had been moved in a container from South Africa to 
Hillerstorp. When he arrived, it turned out that many knew who he was 
because of his father.   

Since his arrival he was engaged in the church and this had helped him to 
make a lot of friends, but he said that he has had an advantage being white. I 
have been welcomed here, he said. He thought that because of his looks he does 
not differ from others and that this makes a difference. He imagined that other 
immigrants probably face another situation, and it might be harder for them to 
become part of the networks here. He told me that unfortunately only a few 
immigrants try to get in contact with the church. In his church, they have a 
group of Chinese people who come to church but they leave around eight 
o’clock in the evening while the rest stay until half past eleven. Many of them 
prefer to spend time with fellow expatriots. He said that he does too and that 
this is natural.  

Throughout the interview he told me about how he is embedded in 
different networks in Hillerstorp, how everybody is tied together in one or 
another way. He said:  

 “Now maybe you can understand why I like it here.”  
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From him I learned about the different activities carried out in his church. How 
a group of fifteen to twenty persons meet every Sunday evening for a praying 
meeting and that Monday evening is for teenagers, Tuesday evenings is for the 
band, Thursday evenings is for UV (Unga Viljor, Young Aspirations in 
English), on Friday evenings older teenagers meet and on Sundays the members 
of the church meet for service. In other words, the entire week is full with 
activities.   

I also learned about Gullbranna, a place outside Halmstad on the West coast 
where people get together to celebrate Midsummer. This is part of the summer. 
The Swedish Alliance Church has its summer camp there and a great number of 
the inhabitants of Hillerstorp go there to socialize. In Gullbranna people from 
Hillerstorp occupy a whole street of summerhouses. Others go there by 
caravans. These who have their summerhouses further away drive to 
Gullbranna, either in their normal cars, their summer cars or in their veteran 
cars, I was told. After the interview, it was hard to imagine that this person had 
only been in Hillerstorp for twelve years. Quite simply, he knew about most 
everything and is certainly rooted in the local social networks. In many other 
social contexts twelve years would be considered a rather long period of time; 
however, in Gnosjö people first are considered part of the community when 
they have lived there for generations.  

A final story regarding newcomers is the story about a person who does not 
belong to a church yet, shared the opinions expressed above. He moved to 
Gnosjö as a teenager and at that time he already had some friends and 
acquaintances there since his family had a summer residence there. He said that 
he consider people in Gnosjö human, he felt that he was “worth something” as 
a human being after moving to Gnosjö. He had a slight stammer and problems 
with his reading and writing. Back home, where he used to repair his friends’ 
bicycles, he was often reminded of his deficiencies, but in Gnosjö he felt that he 
was appreciated, as the people there did not mind his stammer and lack of 
education. He felt more at home in Gnosjö and there it did not matter if people 
were different as long as they did their best. The best result for one person 
might be different for another, but people know each other and respect each 
other on the basis of who they are. How they perform is not necessarily that 
important either as long as they are doing their best.    

After I attended the church the first time, discussions centered on what a 
newcomer needs to do to join a church. Even if the church is an arena that is 
open to anyone, and the stories above tell how people have been engaged in 
churches, a certain degree of skepticism towards newcomers is noticeable. 
When a new person enters the church the others notice him or her. Since they 
know each other they can tell when a new person arrives. In free churches new 
members are taken up in the congregation through a special ceremony, so that 
everyone present should notice that the congregation has a new member. On 
Sundays, coffee and tea are offered after service. The coffee break is used as an 
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occasion to discuss a variety of topics and to socialize with old and new 
members.  

Generally speaking, a great number of the activities taking place in Gnosjö 
revolve around the family, and the different activities the children are involved 
in. This means that a person who lives alone might be very lonely. Meeting 
places such as sport associations and the church attract different members of the 
family. When fathers, for example, leave their sons at activities arranged by the 
church or at the football training, they spend some time talking with each 
other, which strengthens the social bonds in the community. A person who is 
not a participant in these arenas loses opportunities for socializing. 

Business Life and Church Life in Hillerstorp 
Regarding owner-managers who move to Gnosjö for starting up a business or 
having acquired one, a local owner-manager told me that they mostly work 
with customers and suppliers situated outside Gnosjö. They are rarely suppliers 
to firms in the region. One reason is that they do not have their history in the 
region. Their firms are not founded as spin-offs of other regional firms, 
meaning that they do not have their main customers in the region as most of 
the other firms do, nor are they embedded in the local networks since this 
process takes time. 

Inhabitants I talked with expressed that they considered the church to be an 
arena for business. They told me that some of the members of a congregation 
prefer to do business with each other, though it is not difficult to find those 
who like to separate their work from their private life, even if peoples’ business 
life and private life often are interwoven in the community. The companies in 
Hillerstorp are situated close to each other and owner-managers spend their 
spare time together, and maybe they also belong to the same congregation. 
Generally, people tend to help those they know and meet. The church is a 
point of reference which those inhabitants that belong to a congregation share, 
whether employees or employers. If people meet in church every Sunday, it is 
hard to cause trouble during working days. This spurs people to help, exactly as 
the Bible demands. Not forgetting the previous stories that tell that there are 
those who misbehave also among the churchgoers.  

Owner-Managers Who are Truly Embedded in the Local Networks 
There are number of owner-managers in Hillerstorp that are truly embedded in 
the local networks of Hillerstorp, both regarding business life and social life. I 
will give two examples where the owner-managers are engaged in the local 
churches. One of the firms delivers steel wire to all the other firms in 
community that use it as the basis for their product development. The founders 
of the firm, who were the parents of the present CEO, were known in 
Hillerstorp as hardworking and diligent. The company is considered to be a 
local success story and the CEO, together with his brother, who is also involved 
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in the firm, are talked about as good people, who engage in and support the 
community. The present CEO participates in the monthly breakfast meetings, 
he joins the trips arranged by the local trade association, he is a member of 
FGBFI, and he is a member of a congregation. 

The core business of the other firm is spray-painting. The firm is a spin-off 
from one of the major firms in Hillerstorp. The founder realized that he could 
establish his own business and carry out the same work as he did in the firm 
where he was formerly employed. The owner-manager, who also holds the 
position as the CEO of the firms, is known as the best truck driver of Sweden. 
People said that in spite of the fact that he holds the position as the CEO of the 
company he tends to do the hardest and most dirty work in the factory. His 
hands are always dirty and he is hardworking and diligent.  

The spray-painting firm is situated close to its customers and even though 
the customers in a way are competitors they do not consider themselves to be. 
One reason might be that the CEOs of these firms are members of the same 
congregation. They know each other from the church and as long as all the 
firms develop and survive they can enjoy the success of others. Stories tell that 
the CEOs of the firms that are customers of the spray-painting firm use to pass 
by for a chat. During the chat they usually also have a look at which orders their 
colleagues have. Since everything either is waiting to be spray-painted or already 
has been this is easy to see. Both of these stories tell how business life and 
church life overlap. 

The two examples tell about the owner-managers’ attitude towards work. 
That the CEO in the above story does the hardest and most dirty work, is 
something people talk about with pride, not only the CEOs but the employees 
as well and this story is not unique. There is a symbolic value when owner-
managers act like the manager above. It tells that all jobs are important and 
needed and that all people within a company are equal. Furthermore, owner-
managers do not get on their high horses, they behave like everybody else. Since 
most owner-managers spend time in their factories they rarely get dressed up to 
work. Very few wear ties, for example. This implies that it is not always that 
easy to see who the owner-manager is, which strengthens the conception that 
people are equal. Even if most owner-managers have their own offices they 
rarely use them since they are in the factories working. This is a description of 
daily life in private owned companies. Daily life in externally owned firms looks 
different, since these companies are larger and have a different structure.  

Alcohol Taboos  
Thrift and virtue are qualities that are encouraged by the church, and 
consuming alcoholic drinks is something many inhabitants oppose. A story 
published in one of Sweden’s evening papers about the Swedish jet-set visiting 
Båstad, a summer town on the west coast of Sweden, had a reference to a group 
of Gnosjö youth. The article focused on restaurant and bar bills and the 
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amount of money spent. When asked about the article, the inhabitants reacted 
differently. Some said that it did not matter, as those mentioned were young 
and this is what youth is for. Those condoning the behavior based their 
argument on the logic that what counts are what the young do at home and 
their performance at work. Others said they should feel ashamed. Their 
behavior was not forgivable at all. I was told that some of the youngsters in the 
article had worked overtime for a long period of time in order to afford the bill. 
It was surprising to find out that so many people knew about the Båstad story. 
The story illustrates that different people hold on to different values and that 
different norms and values prevail in different social contexts. 

People probably did not only object the consumption of alcohol, but also its 
irresponsible consumption. In a discussion, about the above story, with a young 
man in Gnosjö I was told that he preferred to spend his money on cars but he 
considered it fine if others preferred to spend their money on bars, drinking and 
eating. When asking the older generation they argued in a different way. Half 
of a century back, Gnosjö was a community in poverty and the people who 
lived there were poor. Those who have experienced this time hold on to 
different values than the younger generation does and they are against the trend 
of irresponsible consumption. This is an inconsistency since they do not want 
their descendants to live the same life as they have, which they have often 
underlined, but anyhow, they think that they youth should behave as they have 
done.   

Whether or Not to Drink Alcohol 
Those following certain free churches oppose drinking alcohol. While some 
completely refuse it others accept it to a certain degree. One follower told me 
that he refused alcohol since he did not want to tempt those who were addicted. 
Before being Christian his own father had problems with alcohol, but he quit 
drinking when he became religious. Some members of free churches told me 
that they do consume alcohol, depending on the occasion, but they only have 
liquor during weekends and vacations. I also learned that on special occasions, 
such as New Year’s Eve, it is common that those who fully refuse alcohol 
socialize with each other since everyone knows that there should be no alcoholic 
drinks through out the celebration.   

Apart from the two groups, the one who fully refuses alcohol and the one 
who accept it to a certain degree, there are stories about a third group too. 
According to the stories this group refuses alcohol when they are in Gnosjö but 
they drink when they are outside the community. There are stories about 
Gnosjö citizens who opposed the opening of Systembolaget, a branch of the 
Swedish state owned liquor shop in Gnosjö. According to the stories, the same 
people travel all the way to Borås or Jönköping, two middle-sized Swedish 
towns situated about eighty kilometres from Gnosjö and Hillerstorp, to buy 
liquor where they are anonymous.  
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Another story is about a group of youth who went to a summer home on the 
west coast to have a party. In the middle of the party it turned out that some 
adults might show up, and the immediate reaction among most of the youths 
was to hide the liqueur. They did not want to show that they consumed 
alcohol. The person telling the story said that she considered it dishonest of 
them not to stand for what they were doing. For her they were just keeping up 
an appearance, and they had spent their adolescences in churches where they 
had been taught that drinking was wrong. According to the storyteller, since 
they did drink the alcohol they had acted wrong and hiding what they had 
done did not make up for that, in her eyes it made them even more dishonest.   

Whether or Not to Drink Alcohol During the Week 
The inhabitants normally abstain from alcohol when they are supposed to work 
the coming day, saying that it would not be possible to be fresh for work the 
following morning at six o’clock.  In Gnosjö people start their workday around 
six or seven o’clock in the morning and finish around four or five o’clock in the 
afternoon. During weekends the inhabitants bend on their pastimes. In most 
factories, shop floor employees begin their day a quarter of an hour earlier to 
take Friday afternoons off, or get an extra day during holidays such as Easter or 
Christmas.   

People who have moved in and who are used to having alcohol with meals 
on a workday stopped doing so in line with what the locals are used to. This 
does not mean that people never drink alcohol during working days. A glass of 
wine may be permissible on certain occasions. It also depends on who you 
socialize with. It might be that you offer some people wine on a workday and 
not others. One person expressed it as:  

“You know who you can offer alcohol on workdays and who you can’t.”  

Then, as always, there are people who break new ground and do things in their 
own way. One such example is an owner-manager who offers a small shot of 
Gammeldansk, a traditional Danish shot, to those visiting his company. During 
a speech at the annual meeting of the local historical industry association, he 
invited the audience to come and see him in his company and try his shots. I 
did not note that anyone was offended and he often makes this offer.   

Driving Under the Influence of Alcohol 
Driving under the influence of alcohol is tantamount to scandal. The 
inhabitants were shocked to hear that a person from the region had been hurt in 
a car accident on the west coast while he was driving under the influence of 
alcohol. The accident, which happened during my stay in Gnosjö, captured 
attention in the local newspapers, and the story was the talk of the town for 
several days. The fact that the person, who was never referred to by name, was a 
member of a free church did not help the situation nor did the fact that he had 
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a woman in his car who was not his wife. There was naturally a huge scandal 
because of this.  

During my stay in Gnosjö there was one more accident. It was a man who 
drove under the influence of alcohol who unfortunately hurt himself badly. 
Thee are stories that his friends, who heard about the accident, tried to move 
him from the scene of the accident. They wanted to rescue his reputation and 
thought that they would be doing him a favour. 

Obviously, as the stories above illustrate, there are no clear boundaries 
regarding whether or not to drink alcohol. The stories told all give different 
messages. For sure, consuming alcohol is something you do foremost at home 
and with good friends. The one exception is the annual fair in Gnosjö. In the 
evening there is a tent offering beers for sale and people drink out in the streets. 
This is also one of the occasions when employees meet and socialize with their 
managers and vice versa. One person whose family runs a firm, said that this 
evening was actually one of the few when people addressed him in the streets 
and that was, according to him, thanks to the alcohol. Otherwise, they would 
never have done so, which further illustrates that people are socialized into 
closed groups.  

Paying Tithes 
To pay tithes is a norm among the members of free churches, but nobody is 
forced to pay. Each person makes his or her own decision about whether to pay 
and many chose not to. Without these contributions, the free churches would 
not survive. The revenue is utilized to cover church costs and other activities. 
The proceeds are also used to pay for major repairs or emergencies. A vicar of 
the Church of Sweden jokingly told me that while the free churches in the 
community have a number of millionaires the Church of Sweden only has a 
few. When asking a believer about the tithes and why she thinks that people 
give money in the free churches, she said: 

“The free churches are richer than the Church of Sweden. One tries to do 
one's bit for the congregation, for carrying out repairs, for the pastor, for the 
missionary work. I think that members of free churches feel stronger for the 
things they give money to, one is close to the projects, and one knows who will 
get the money. One knows the people and therefore one gives more.”  

However, we should not forget that members of the Church of Sweden pay the 
tithes too. 

Different Methods of Payment 
The tithes can now be paid electronically or the congregation withdraws money 
directly from the members’ bank accounts. Money is also collected from 
worshippers attending Sunday morning service. They put the money in an 
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envelope as an offering. One church-goer told me that there had been a test 
regarding the envelopes and it turned out that people actually tended to give 
more if the money was put in an envelope compared to if it was not. The 
reason is that in the context of free churches it is not considered correct to show 
that one gives a great amount of money. Others might think that this person 
wants to show off. The same goes for postal giro forms. It is not considered 
correct to write the name of the sender when giving a gift to the church.3 
Separate collections are also made during special occasions. One example was 
when the heat pump in the Filadelfia church (the Pentecostal Movement) in 
Hillerstorp broke down and its members were invited to give a votive offering. 
As expressed in the quotation above, members of free churches believe that they 
probably give away more money than members of the Church of Sweden. One 
reason might be, as pointed out in the quotation, that members of free churches 
know what projects their money is used for and they feel that they are part of 
the congregation or part of the family.  

The Value of Equality 
Even though Gnosjö is seen as a place where social classes are non-existent, 
people meet at different places according to their position within a company. 
When the community, in general, was smaller, it was probably different. 
Moreover, historically Gnosjö was an isolated community and at that time 
almost everybody knew each other.  

The church works diligently to erase any sign of segregation in the 
community. It strives to curtail factors leading to class differences and pastors 
and vicars try to ensure that there is no place for discrimination. The church is 
the place where everyone should feel equal and that he or she has the same 
value. Once in the church, the worshippers, no matter what their social status, 
should be equal and hold the same value.  

Non-Existing Barriers Between Managers and Employees 
The notion of equality is carried through to the factories, where barriers 
between managers and employees are non-existent, according to many of those 
I talked with. One manager of a family owned firm told me that he meets some 
of his employees in the church. The person responsible for driving the truck in 
his company during working days might be the messenger in the church or 
deliver the sermon on Sundays. This levels out the hierarchies in the firm. 
Another person said that she considered the structures in the free churches to be 
rather flat and she believed that influenced the way the companies in the 
community organized themselves. Being raised in a free church, she said, 

                                                 
3 In free churches, today, about 20 percent of the money is given through the collection box and 
80 percent through the bank or postal giro service. Of the 80 percent about 40 percent is given 
through autogiro. Generally speaking, 20 percent of the members give 80 percent of the money. 
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involves being responsible to a number of different projects, for example 
activities for the younger children or Sunday school. One has learned to lead 
other people and to organize projects, which owner-managers probably benefit 
from when founding or acquiring their own firms. 

The congregation plays a role similar to that of an extended family and the 
church may be a case in point where people use this institution as a platform for 
a shared outlook on life. Church members, as several inhabitants explained, 
tend to have a more gentle approach towards each other. They liked the way 
owner-managers of small and medium-sized firms operate. In their firms, they 
said, the owner-managers are part of the daily life of the employees. They do 
not shun the shop floor and are not ashamed of working there if necessary. 
However, I do not want to stress that this is limited to church-goers alone. 

Generally speaking, managers know their employees and have first-hand 
knowledge of their contributions. Solidarity is commonly created, in the church 
and on the shop floor, and titles are not important in Gnosjö. A great majority 
of the managers have been employed and worked on the shop floor themselves. 
Most of them know the machines like the back of their hand, which means that 
the employees respect them. The dress code among managers in Gnosjö is 
relaxed and, as discussed above, hardly anyone wears a tie.    

There are other stories too. A conversation I had with a young girl, reflected 
a community where not all people are equal. A few lines of the conversation 
follow: 

(CW): What is typical for this region? 
(XX): A lot of work and a lot of money. 
(CW): Do people work too much? 
(XX): Some people do. 
(CW): Does one have the opinion that money is important? 
(XX): Yes, they are so dependent on money. Everything is about money. They 
are nineteen to twenty years old, above all, sons of owner-managers, they are 
used to getting everything they want. Mostly boys, there are no girls.  
(CW): What is important? 
(XX): Material things, and if one goes on vacation one has to eat in 
restaurants and not everybody can afford that. 
(CW): Are you engaged in a congregation? 
(XX): Yes, I am. 
(CW): Are your friends, those you are talking about, members of any 
congregation? 
(XX): Yes they are. 
(CW): What you are telling me is not really in accordance with what the 
church say?  
(XX): No, it is not. It is not the values the church should represent at least. 
(CW): What is the opinion they have about their future wives? 
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(XX): They have high demands. They want them to take care of the house, 
cleaning and cooking. Probably they do not mean everything they say, it is 
probably just talk … 
(CW): How do you manage? 
(XX):  I do not always have money to join them. Sometimes I just join, 
sometimes I stay at home because I can’t afford to come along. 

A woman, married to an owner-manager said something similar when she was 
asked if the values have changed in the community. She said: 

“The money has changed people. People have received huge dividends over the 
last years. People feel envious of each other. One has to be careful about how 
one behaves here. One does not want to show off here, but outside the 
community, outside the traffic signs, it is okay. One is not supposed to have a 
too flashy home but such luxuries are allowed when one is out of town or at a 
summer home. The law of Jante exists here too and therefore one is careful. 
Being too well off makes people looking at you negatively. There are people 
who act like this who belong to the church too.” 

As expressed during the discussion in the Alpha course, people do feel envy and 
if one person has something others want it too. One middle-aged man and 
owner-manager explained the attitude among people with the following words: 

“One can’t be outdone by one’s neighbour…external signs such as a house, 
car and summer home counts. If my neighbor has it, we should not be 
outdone.” 

With the above discussions and quotations in mind, it is interesting to reflect 
upon if Gnosjö is really the classless society that people tend to claim. When a 
middle-age man, who is employed as the CEO of a company, was asked if 
Gnosjö is a classless society he answered: 

“I don’t know. There are groupings of people. It depends on how one defines 
classless. If I take the owner-manager with money and the employee without 
money, there is a dialogue between them. But when one sees each other I 
think those who have money prefer to spend time with others who have 
money. In that way it is not a classless society. However, people have respect 
for each other. It is a community with a lot of money.” 

A manager, who has moved to the region and who lived in the neighboring 
community and commuted to his job, said: 

“What one does not talk about does not exist. Time-serving exists in the 
community, one takes away the sticker telling that one actually has the biggest 
BMW, one does not want to show how well off one is. One is not supposed to 
show that one has money. One shall toe the line. Everything should be done 
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in moderation. This has been part of the success too. There have been no gaps 
and one has been proud about what one has done.” 

A woman who also had moved in to the community, gave another perspective 
and said:  

“Things are different if you compare Gnosjö with a bigger town. Children 
from different backgrounds meet in the same school. It is a small community 
and no school is better than the other. Children with certain backgrounds are 
not divided up.” 

A former owner-manager answered the question about segregation as follows: 

“Yes of course it is. At the same time I think that there is a forced openness 
here and there is a need for giving and taking. The immigrants have been 
needed in the industry and the immigrants are accepted, they get a job and a 
salary. They get the financial resources and they can buy a house. They need 
to learn Swedish, but anyhow, in the end, of course it is a segregate society.”    

The above discussion and quotations illustrate a community that is not classless. 
Instead, the different quotations point at differences between groups of people. 
There are differences between those who belong to a congregation and those 
who do not, but the quotations also stress a difference between those who are 
involved in running a firm and those who are employed. Finally, the last 
quotation stresses that there are differences between immigrants and Swedes.   

Discussion 
As in chapter five and six, this discussion is structured into two different parts. 
The first part emphasizes the empirical questions that are raised at the 
beginning of this chapter. Thereafter a discussion follows in which the cultural 
perspective is applied to the stories told and the issues emphasized in this 
chapter. This discussion aims to illustrate that not all opinions are shared and 
what are the inconsistencies that emerge in the stories. Furthermore, cultures 
are constructed across and beyond organizational boundaries in different arenas. 
The focus is placed on the three concepts: degree of sharedness, inconsistency 
and boundlessness. 

A Summary: Viewing the Church as an Arena 
The empirical questions raised at the beginning of this chapter were: What can 
be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö with the perspective of the church as the 
arena? Which activities are arranged by the church? How does the church 
influence the daily life of the community? The issues emphasized are: the role of 
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the church, newcomers, business life and church life in Hillerstorp, alcohol 
taboos, paying tithes, and the value of equality. 

The church is foremost an arena for networking activities, for 
communication and dialogue. Moreover, it is an arena that, at first glance, 
supports the myth, that everybody is equal. People meet, regardless of age, 
position and occupation in the church. Furthermore, the church is an arena 
that is important for integrating newcomers into the community. The church 
functions as a meeting place for a great number of the inhabitants. Thereby, 
newcomers make contact with the locals through the church.  

For a great number of those I met and talked with, the church offers 
guidelines for how one is supposed to live and act, but as the stories illustrate, 
not everyone follows those rules. For example, there were a variety of stories and 
opinions that were related to alcohol and how to deal with it.  

The church also organizes a great number of different activities, which 
become natural meeting places and attract people of different ages. Since these 
different activities are adjusted to different ages, the church attracts children 
and youths as well. Sunday School, the Y.M.C.A, etc. are all activities that 
continue for a period of time and it is not that common that children change 
groups or churches, meaning that social networks are created. In short, young 
people are socialized into the community through networks an activities 
organized by the church.   

The people who have grown up in a church have a close network of people 
who are about the same age. Most of the activities arranged by the different 
churches are open to anyone. Since strong social networks are developed, the 
members of each church mainly participate in the activities arranged by their 
own church. Church activities are carried out thanks to voluntarily work and 
therefore the churches need members. In addition, free churches survive 
through tithes and through other donations paid, which probably fosters even 
more affiliation toward the church by its members.  

There are also ecumenical activities arranged, such as the Alpha course and 
the network FGBFI, which brings together people from the different churches. 
These types of activities are talked about fondly as examples of how the Spirit of 
Gnosjö is manifested.  

In addition to being a natural meeting place for people and offering certain 
guidelines, the church is also part of constructing boundaries and excluding 
people. Since many of the members of the different churches in Hillerstorp 
have been involved in congregations for a long time, it might be hard for 
outsiders to be accepted. In two of the three stories presented above the 
newcomers had acquaintances within the church. More than likely mental 
boundaries are also constructed between believers and non-believers.  

As for the influence the church has on business life, it is possible that the 
church leads to a more egalitarian structure among organizations; however, the 
opposite may also be true. The religious aspect might actually mean that 
managers give priority to those employees who are believers, not to mention 
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those employees who are members of the same congregation. Some of the 
people I talked with said that they made a distinction between their business 
and private life, and they considered the church as part of private life. However, 
it is easy to talk in such a rational way when one knows that a person should 
not be discriminated against due to his or her religious beliefs. This does not 
mean that it is easy to act in the same rational way. Not everyone separates 
business and religious life, and for some religious life was considered an 
integrated part of business life, for example the story about Full Gospel 
Businessmen Fellowship International. In such cases, there is a danger that 
people might be treated differently due to their faith. 

Since the purpose of the Alpha course is to spread information about the 
Christian faith and the Bible, it helps to create common understanding between 
believers and non-believers and also between the members of the different 
congregations. This increases the integration between different groups of 
people.  

When owner-managers meet in the Church they deal with business-related 
issues too. For church-goers the church was considered a very important arena 
for business life in the community, but those who did not attend meetings and 
services thought the opposite. Since a large number of the owner-managers in 
Hillerstorp are church-goers, it is hard to overlook the church as an important 
arena for business too.  

The model below illustrates the issues emphasized in this chapter.  



The Spirit of Gnosjö – The Grand Narrative and Beyond 

 175

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7.1 Issues Emphasized  

A Cultural Perspective on the Church as an Arena 
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Degree of Sharedness: Different Ideas about the Role of the Church 
This chapter gives voice to different perspectives about the role of the church in 
the community. Generally speaking, those who are engaged in the church tend 
to argue that the church is an important arena for the community while those 
who are not involved articulate the opposite. However, the great majority did 
stress that the church has an important role in the community and that it, as an 
actor, has influenced the values of the community.  

The church is a venue for the children throughout their youth where they 
establish their social networks. People I talked with felt that the church has 
been an important meeting place for many throughout life and that the church 
strengthens thir sense of association. The church is one arena where they had 
established and maintained social relationships. According to a great number of 
those who are church-goers, business matters were discussed and solved on the 
church hillside and over the church coffee, as in past times. In Hillerstorp, a 
group of owner-managers meet once a week for a joint prayer meeting. The 
social relationships established in the church tend to stand above business 
relationships, in the sense that it is impossible to consider a fellow member of 
the congregation as a competitor.   

For a number of the owner-managers I met, their religious life is an 
important aspect in their business life, as seen for example in the discussion 
about FGBFI. Moreover, there are people who would prefer to do business with 
the members of the congregation and not with outsiders. The church is an 
arena for networking and socializing and those who do not participate are not 
included in the networks that are developed within the church. This implies 
that the church is not only an arena that includes people but also an arena that 
excludes people. Barriers are constructed between those who participate in the 
church context, and those who do not.  

Congregations also consist of a number of social contexts, which are 
interrelated and overlapping. Depending on the people present, one might 
behave differently and talk about different things. This implies that people 
share different issues with different people and relate to different norms and 
values depending on the social context.  

This chapter also illustrates circumstances when the religious belief might be 
less important and the church rather has the role of a public institution instead. 
An example of this is the day-care center run by the Filadelfia church (the 
Pentecostal Movement), which is so coveted that parents have to sign up on a 
waiting list to get their children in. The different congregations take an active 
roll in the community and they arrange a number of activities for the younger 
members. The church is a point of reference for many believers in the 
community, but for non-believers too.  

The Church, An Arena that Creates Inconsistencies? 
The stories illustrate how the church as an arena is an active partner when it 
comes to constructing inconsistencies. There are inconsistencies regarding how 
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people talk about the values originating from the church and how they behave. 
There are stories about persons who act and talk differently on weekdays than 
they do on Sundays. The same inconsistencies emerge when it comes to how 
people behave when they are within the community and when they are outside 
the community. There seem to be different norms and values that prevail in 
Gnosjö than, for example, on the west coast. Finally, there is a norm saying that 
one is not supposed to consume alcohol, but people do so anyway.  

Even if most congregation members know each other, there seems to be 
clear grouping of people, such as in the story about the people who misbehaved, 
but nobody consider it their responsibility to talk with them about it. This 
implies that while the members of a congregation consider themselves to be part 
of a church community and part of an extended family, they are still aware of 
who they talk with and about what. The story above illustrates that it can not 
be assumed that people would rebuke a person who has acted incorrectly, 
especially if this is not a person in one’s closer circle of acquaintances, or a close 
colleague.  

Many of the people I talked with stressed that Gnosjö is a community where 
everybody is equal, but there seems to be a fundamental condition for this 
equality. One is not allowed to diverge from the norm of a hardworking and 
diligent contributor to the community. Moreover, one is not supposed to be 
conspicuous about individual wealth and accomplishments. Finally, one is 
expected to marry and settle down. Those who stray from this norm do not fit 
into the community. For example, homosexuals often leave the community, 
implying that everybody is on an equal footing as long as one stays within the 
norm.  

According to a number of the stories, Gnosjö is a community where not all 
people are equal, and a number of persons have described Gnosjö as a 
segregated community. The discussion below takes up the issue of equality.  

The Myth of Equality 
As stressed above the church can be understood as an arena that excludes 
people. Those who are part of the church consider themselves to belong to a 
certain group and identify themselves within this group. For a number of 
church-goers religious people are not equal to non-religious people.  

The story about the man born in South Africa also illustrates that 
unfortunately not all people are seen the same way. He expressed an anxiety 
that immigrants probably find it difficult to become part of the local social 
networks, even though his own experiences reflect that Gnosjö is a community 
where it is easy to be accepted. Not only did he look more like a Swede, but as a 
person who originates from a country where the mother tongue is English, he 
could probably communicate more easily with the other members of the 
community than a person whose mother tongue is Chinese would be able to.  

Stories in this chapter illustrate that one is part of the community as long as 
one belongs to the group and does not stray from the norms. In this sense, there 
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are predetermined ideas about how one is supposed to behave. These 
predetermined ideas can be seen as cultural manifestations. However, it is 
obvious that, even though the social norms tell how one is supposed to behave, 
people tend to break these rules. Different norms and values prevail in different 
social contexts. To illustrate this, I use the concept of hypocrisy. I request the 
reader to notice the question mark in the coming subheading. I do not see the 
Spirit of Gnosjö as hypocrisy. Rather, I see this as an issue I must raise as a 
question to the reader. 

The Spirit of Gnosjö as Hypocrisy? 
The stories tell how people tend to follow a certain logic when they talk but, at 
the same time, do not behave accordingly. Some people refuse to drink alcohol 
when they are in Gnosjö, but they do not refuse it when they are outside the 
community even though the people they interact with might be the same.   

One man told me that he would never cut the grass on a Sunday in Gnosjö, 
but he would not have a problem with this if he were outside the community. 
As an explanation, this is an act that might intrude on some people within the 
community and he would not like to upset them. Moreover, the Bible tells to 
hallow the day of rest. The person who told me this is a believer and a frequent 
guest in the church, which probably influences his line of reasoning. However, 
this is probably an issue that is handled differently by different generations. 

Then there is the story about Gullbranna and how some owner-managers 
have special summer cars. These cars are foremost used in the summer and 
during vacation. Using the car in the community would probably receive 
attention and the person might be perceived as a person that was showing off, 
and this would conflict with the social norm that one should not flaunt wealth 
or success. However, people tend to talk in one way and behave in another, and 
this is what I would term hypocrisy.  

Hypocrisy is strongly related to the concept of inconsistency. It illustrates 
how some groups of people share certain norms and values, which they hold on 
to in certain social contexts but not in others. The people present determine 
which values and norms prevail. This implies that different social contexts, 
different arenas have different senses of priority. The determining factor is: 
Who is present?  

Different Arenas Entail a Different Sense of Priorities 
The previous chapter discusses different ways of contributing to the community 
such as working for a non-profit organization or by making a donation to the 
community. In both cases, the activities are visible. People meet the people who 
work voluntarily, and when something is donated or subsidized to the 
community by an owner-manager it becomes officially known to the other 
members in the community. Another example is when owner-managers build 
houses for their employees. 
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As for showing off, there are two other cases where it is accepted: cars and 
factories. It is socially acceptable to have a modern and comfortable car, of the 
latest model, but this attitude has changed over time. Earlier a big and 
expensive car was something only owner-managers had. One reason why the 
attitude towards big and expensive cars has changed is that a great majority of 
the cars in Gnosjö are of a high standard. A good car is no longer connected to 
a certain working position or a certain social group. Everyone including 
managers, blue-collar workers, Swedes, and immigrants have high quality cars 
today. Even though it is obvious that different groups of people drive different 
types of cars, for example the group of owner-managers drives the most 
expensive and exclusive ones, it is not defined as showing off any longer. When 
discussing the standard of the cars with owner-managers and with the sons of 
owner-managers they said that I should take a closer look at the cars in the 
neighboring municipalities, where they are even more exclusive.  

The second domain is the construction of new factories. When a group of 
foreigners visited Gnosjö on a study tour they were surprised that there were so 
many hotels, but what they took for hotels were actually factories. An 
explanation that is given for the fashionable factories is that since graves look 
similar in Sweden today, and it is not possible to leave a monument at the grave 
yard any longer, owner-managers have let their factories become their 
monuments. So, even if people are not supposed to show off, or be 
conspicuous, some people still have the desire to do so but have found ways that 
favor the community and are thus accepted. This chapter tells that when it 
comes to donating to the church, by paying tithes, people tend to give more 
when the money is put in an envelope. Donations thus become individual acts 
between the church-goer and God. The same can not really be said in the case 
of automatic withdrawals since the person in charge of the finances of the 
church knows how much different people donate.   

Financial donations made by congregation members do not make them 
heroes. At least not if they do so officially, in front of the other members of the 
congregation, since they might be interpreted as showing off. In the church, 
characteristics such as virtue and thrift count over money. Moreover, one 
should live as one has learned and avoid those things the Bible forbids. 
However, one thing the Bible says is that believers should pay their tithes. If 
people follow the rules of tradition and contribute a certain percent to the 
church, others might actually realize how much money is earned.  

Boundlessness: Interacting and Interrelating Spheres of Life 
This chapter illustrates that social life, religious life, and business life are 
interwoven. Life could be divided up between the public and the private sphere 
of life, where business belongs to the public sphere and religion belongs to the 
private sphere. When considering Gnosjö and owner-managers in Gnosjö, it is 
not possible to talk about this dichotomy since the different spheres of life are 
interwoven: business is done over church coffee, fellow congregation members 
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are business partners, etc. This stresses the unfruitfulness of considering culture 
a phenomenon that is possible to put into categories and boundaries since these 
are blurred and fluid. Furthermore, it illustrates the difficulty of considering 
cultures as embodied in human beings. The stories illustrate that human beings 
are full of nuances and if individual persons are to be seen as carriers of cultures 
they must be understood as carriers of several overlapping cultures at the same 
time.  

A number of the owner-managers I talked with rely heavily on their faith in 
God. The act of intercession contributes to strengthening the spirit of 
community within the congregations. During the intercession, emotions are 
expressed and the people in the room get an idea about how the others feel. 
This implies that the relationships between the members of the congregation 
become closer, and those who do not belong to the congregation do not share 
this point of reference and those people who do not believe are excluded from 
this spirit of community.    

In different social contexts, different meanings and priorities govern. This is 
illustrated in the discussion above, but also through the story about the man 
who never would cut his grass on a Sunday within the community. This same 
logic is also illustrated in the discussion about drinking alcohol. It is hard to 
know why a person acts according to different logics depending on the social 
context. Is it because one follows the norms in the community in general, as a 
member of the community? Is it because one follows the norms in the church, 
as a loyal and faithful churchgoer? Is it because one does not want to show off, 
because other employees might mind? This illustrates that it is difficult to draw 
boundaries around cultures.  
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Chapter 8  
The Local Theater Association         

as an Arena  

“…a Comical Cock-and-Bull Story about the 
Spirit of Gnosjö and the People Who Shaped it” 
From March until May of 1999, the local theater association The Spirit of 
Theater (in Swedish Teaterandan) prepared for the play of the year, The 
Children of the Spirit (in Swedish Andans Barn). It was the second play, a sequel 
to the first that was performed in the spring of 1996 and 1997, The Holy Spirit 
(in Swedish En Helig Anda), which referred to the Spirit of Gnosjö. The plays 
illustrate daily life in Gnosjö between the beginning of the 20th century until the 
1990s. The first play covers the time period until the 1970s and the second the 
period between the 1970s and the 1990s. Gummesson (1997:5) describes the 
first play as: “a comical cock-and-bull story about the Spirit of Gnosjö and the 
people who shaped it.” The second part is a sequel, directed and performed 
with the same feeling. In the two-hour performance, the audience was invited 
to follow a family-owned firm and the different aspects and settings of daily life 
in Gnosjö.  

The local theater association involves people from a wide spectrum of the 
community and can also be considered an arena. In addition, the theater play 
itself can be seen as an arena, which breathes new life into the myths and stories 
that have come to represent the Spirit of Gnosjö. The first part of this chapter is 
about the history of the local theater association. Thereafter, the focus is on the 
play The Children of the Spirit and the stories told in the play. The empirical 
questions of this chapter are: What can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö 
with the perspective of the local theater association as the arena? What does the 
play tell about daily life in the community?   

The issues discussed are: Big Bengt and High Chaparral, being different in 
Gnosjö, loneliness, Johan-August, a Gnosjö entrepreneur, what will others 
think, the scepticism towards higher education, and well-known families and 
family names. 

As in the previous chapters, a cultural perspective is applied to the different 
issues, which are presented and elaborated on in this chapter. At the end of the 
chapter, there is a summary of the empirical insights gained. As in previous 
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chapters the three concepts of degree of sharedness, inconsistency, and 
boundlessness are used. 

The History of the Local Theater Association 
Arne Karlsson, who, before retirement, was employed as the head of division at 
the local authorities, was one of the persons who were involved in the local 
theater association when it was founded. In eight pages Arne has evaluated the 
first play, En Helig Anda1. Karlsson writes that the local theater association is 
the brain-child of Maria Larsson who presented a proposal to the local culture 
committee, of which she was the chair woman, to set up the association. In 
June 1994, a small group of people started to discuss the project and after a few 
meetings, the project got off to its start. The performance was planned to be 
about the Spirit of Gnosjö in an open-air theatre, and the goal was to stage the 
play in 1996.  

The county theater was invited to participate and Bernt Lindqvist, its head, 
reacted positively. The author and director were to be professionals and well-
known in the Gnosjö region. A natural choice was a matter of course was Carl-
Johan Seth, a scriptwriter and actor from the county theater of Jönköping. He 
originates from Reftele, a small town in the neighborhood of Gnosjö and his 
social standing and popularity were high in the region. He accepted the idea 
and the inhabitants did their best to meet his wishes.  

One story in particular illustrates this. Carl-Johan had a vision of an angel 
dressed in white, with huge wings made of feathers, gliding over water. One day 
he gave a graphic description of the scene to the people involved, probably 
thinking that the idea was and would continue to be merely a dream. A local 
owner-manager heard about the idea and ordered a ramp made of hard plastic, 
which he put in the pond outside Hylténs, where the play would be staged. The 
owner-manager himself took part in the construction inside the pond, standing 
in the mud. Huge wings were made and covered with white feathers. Carl-
Johan’s vision became a reality and a white-dressed angel soon descended onto 
the stage from the pond, which, according to many, was a magnificent scene. 
One of the more important parts of the story is that the manager himself 
installed the bridge. This story illustrates how things are done in Gnosjö. 
Nothing is considered impossible and almost everything can be done locally. 
The story also shows that owner-managers do what is needed, even if it means 
to stand in the mud to install a bridge. Almost all efforts put into staging the 
play were made by volunteers. Working voluntarily is a traditional way of doing 

                                                 
1 I received a copy of the document by Arne Karlsson from the local theater association, but 
unfortunately, the document does not have a date. The name of the document, in Swedish, is: 
Spelet om Johan August Petterson på Skefta och hans livsverk… En helig anda Av Carl-Johan Seth, 
Komisk skröna om Gnosjöandan och människorna som formade den. Ett samarbete mellan Jönköpings 
Länsteater och Föreningen Teaterandan i Gnosjö, Redovisning och Utvärdering. 
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things in Gnosjö, which many inhabitants view with pride. Companies and 
other associations such as Gnosjö Hjälper provided almost all of the materials 
for the play. The people of Gnosjö are price conscious and they are proud of it.   

The local theater association was established on June 10, 1995 and it was 
named The Spirit of Theater, with an appellation to the word spirit. The 
organization’s constitution was approved and a board was elected. People 
responsible for the different activities were elected, e.g. manuscript, sound, 
light, music, choir, and cost. The board of the local industry museum, Hylténs, 
agreed for the open-air show to be staged on their premises and the work 
started. During the fall of 1995, Carl-Johan presented his manuscript, which he 
had written together with a group of people from Gnosjö. The manuscript got 
rave reviews. Though he was not a native of Gnosjö, he had managed to grasp 
the attitudes and the mentality in an excellent way. The county theater 
provided Teaterandan with six professional actors.  

On February 1, 1996, the sale of tickets started. The demand was high, and 
companies bought double the amount of tickets allocated for them and invited 
their employees to see the play. There were also promotional activities. The 
child education group invited school children to lectures attended by the 
director and the stage designer to promote theater and the play.  The same 
group arranged for all the school children to see the play for just ten Swedish 
crowns and over 300 of them did so. The theater became an additional arena, 
in addition to the industry museums, for the dissemination of knowledge about 
the region and its history. June 13, 1996 was the opening night of the first play. 
The media extolled the performance and it was repeated in the summer of 
1997.  

In the spring of 1999, the local theater association started preparing for a 
sequel, which was staged in the summer of the same year. It was astonishing to 
see how much effort the people involved put into a job they did not get paid for 
at all. Preparations for the stage were made in the cellar of a house owned by 
the municipality council. The activities were carried out in the evening since 
most people were at work during daytime. Taking part in the preparations for 
the play was a fascinating experience. The way these activities were carried out 
provided a vivid picture of how people in Gnosjö do business. One example of 
this was the way the theater association obtained a place to perform the second 
play in the warehouse of a company in Hillerstorp. Apparently the owner let 
the association use the warehouse in return for some theater tickets. The theater 
association needed a place to stage the play, and the firm that owned the 
warehouse needed tickets for its employees. Exchanging services is a typical way 
of doing business in Gnosjö. This particular warehouse had been used earlier 
for religious gatherings, attracting thousands of people, and for concerts given 
by churches in the parish of Kävsjö.  
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Issues Focused on in the Second Play - The 
Child of the Spirit 
The theme of the second play is built around Stefan, the grand son of Johan-
August, the central figure of the first play. In the second part, the third family 
generation is involved in the company. It is the generation still administering a 
great number of the companies in the region. The saying in Gnosjö goes that 
the first generation establishes the firm, the second acquires it and the third 
destroys it. When discussing the future of the community and businesses, 
people often quote this saying. The theater play is about the time when the 
second and third generations came to dominate the business structure, and 
external actors such as investment firms moved to the community with their 
money.  

The majority of the stories included in the play originate from daily life in 
Gnosjö, but have been mixed with fiction. Even if all characters in the play 
were given fictitious names it was not difficult for the inhabitants to identify 
them, and some were said to be still alive. When I discuss the stories below I do 
it through the stories in the play. However, as for the characters that exist or 
have existed in real life, I also include stories told about, or by them, outside the 
play. Big Bengt has told his personal stories during interviews and discussions, 
but again the starting point for all of the issues emphasized below is the play.   

The following issues are brought up: Big Bengt and High Chaparral, being 
different in Gnosjö, loneliness, Johan-August, a Gnosjö entrepreneur, what will 
others think, the scepticism towards higher education and, well-known families 
and family names. Some of the issues presented below are presented through 
characters in the play.    

Four characters are emphasized, two of them real and two fictitious. 
Hannelore is fictitious and represents all those who have moved to the region 
but who never feel at home there. The entrepreneur Johan-August is also 
fictitious and represents, in many ways, the majority of the entrepreneurs in the 
region. He is ingenious and his work is his life. Catrine represents what it is like 
to be different in Gnosjö. Her character originates, mainly, from a person who 
lived in Gnosjö named Caroline. The forth character, who is also a real person, 
is Big Bengt, or Bengt Erlandsson, the founder of the amusement park High 
Chaparral, which was built to emulate the Wild West of America.  

The First Scene in the Play and Stories About Big Bengt and 
High Chaparral 
Below the first scene in the play is depicted to give a feeling of the play and its 
tone. The characters in this scene are Johan-August and a group of retired 
millionaires. The retired millionaires represent the entrepreneurs in the region 
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who have sold their firms to external investment firms and are portrayed as 
Samuelsson and Eriksson.  

Silence falls on the stage. Johan-August has lost himself in front of his 
computer. Suddenly the Mercedes cars enter the stage with their headlights 
on. The cars stop in a semicircle, surrounding the scene. The retired 
millionaires step out of their cars, carrying their (big and heavy) cell phones. 
As the dancer moves into action he asks: “What about some exercise? What 
about a dance group? So we can get some exercise. We dance and sing too 
little here in Gnosjö.” The voice of Samuelsson: “I heard that someone was 
going to build a statue of himself. In some cases, money is piling above their 
heads. I dare say.” The cast erupt in laughter. Eriksson says: “Ask him [Big 
Bengt], he used to be able to answer for himself.” Samuelsson again: “Is he 
going to get planning permission for the statue?” Eriksson: “He will get it 
when he has finished the statue. The fine is cheaper than the planning 
permit, but he is doing a lot that is legal too.” Another laugh. Eriksson says: 
“Don’t say anything, otherwise he will build it even bigger and higher. It will 
always irritate someone. It is supposed to be visible from anywhere in 
Småland, and if he can have his way, the whole world. But, you have bought 
all your machines out there. Without him, Gnosjö would never have been 
what it is.” 

By putting Johan-August in front of a computer, the scene illustrates that even 
though firms in Gnosjö often are considered traditional manufacturing firms 
they often have the latest technology, such as computers. Secondly, the 
Mercedes brand was very significant for Gnosjö during this period. The brand 
had a nickname in Gnosjö, as well as beyond, namely the Gnosjö moped. 
Thirdly, the retired millionaires carry cell phones that are big and heavy, just as 
the first cell phones were. At this time it was unusual to have a cell phone, but 
the retired millionaires in Gnosjö, they had it. According to the scene, the Spirit 
of Gnosjö is about the latest technology and Mercedes cars.  

Samuelsson refers to Big Bengt and his construction of a statue of himself. 
The statue was meant to be 120 meters high, but Big Bengt did not receive the 
permission from the county administrative board to build it that high. Due to 
its height the statue would have caused problems for The Swedish Board of Civil 
Aviation. The planned statue became a bust, which now stands at High 
Chaparral. Today the bust is a bit rusty and old, and Bengt told me that he will 
not renovate it. He said that it clearly illustrates how he feels about himself and 
how the society views him now. Bengt was jailed in 1996 for allegedly taking 
part in illegal trade practices. Due to age and illness he was pardoned. He stayed 
in jail for six months. He handed in a petition for a new trial in June 2000, but 
there has not been a settlement.  

In the scene there is also a joke about a planning permission. The joke is 
well known in Gnosjö and is connected to how Big Bengt achieved High 
Chaparral, the dream of his life. Bengt says that when the settlers built America 
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they drew their houses and factories in the sand before constructing them. He 
says: “How could you ever know what you want before you have seen it?” Bengt 
used this philosophy as a cornerstone to make his dreams about High Chaparral 
come true. He drew the outline in the sand and then he built his small world, a 
miniature of the American West. He did not always have building permissions, 
but the stories go that he had a competent architect who was able to construct 
the drawings when the buildings were finished.  

It was during a trip to the United States that he made up his mind to build 
an image of the American West in the middle of Småland. Early one morning 
he asked his wife to prepare a breakfast for four, then he phoned his best friend 
and asked him and his wife to join them and listen to his dream to create an 
amusement park. He wanted to grasp the spirit of the settler and their 
determination to build up a country, and represented entrepreneurship in his 
eyes. The dream of High Chaparral came true and today it is one of the biggest 
tourist attractions in Småland. At the outset, Bengt had the idea of building 
High Chaparral as a hobby, but the hobby grew into a flourishing business. 

Bengt is also the person who Ericsson refers to in the introduction as the one 
who sells machines to the companies in the region. In fact, buying and selling 
machines was Bengt’s core business. Many owner-managers in the community 
have bought second-hand machines from Bengt before starting up a business. 
Bengt offered for his customers to pay for the machines over time. Owner-
managers tell stories about his machinery sales and the importance of this 
activity for the development of the region.  

For people who live outside the Gnosjö region, Bengt is probably best 
known as the founder and the sheriff of High Chaparral. When younger he 
attended summer auctions, dressed as a sheriff, which still is his everyday suit. 
When he wanted to buy something at the auction he would shoot with his 
pistol instead of asking. Tabloids published articles about his dazzling 
behaviour, providing good publicity for High Chaparral. The center spread in a 
magazine costs a lot and this was a cheaper way. There are also stories about 
Bengt entering Arlanda, Sweden’s largest airport, on a horse, together with a 
group of Indians from High Chaparral. This activity also received a lot of 
publicity, and such stories about Big Bengt and High Chaparral illustrate for 
many that which is the odd and different. Some argue that High Chaparral is a 
hotbed of sin while others consider it to be part of the community and express 
pride that one of Småland’s largest tourist attractions is situated in the 
municipality.  

Being Different in Gnosjö 
Another character in the play is Catrine, who performs the role of a ghost of a 
dead woman. The character represents what is seen and perceived as odd and 
uncommon in the community. When alive, she was an unmarried artist who 
people considered strange since she was not like the rest of the inhabitants. It is 
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not common to earn one’s living on art by being a painter nor is it common to 
be unmarried since home and the family play a dominant role in the 
community.  

The inhabitants told me that once upon a time there was a very refined, 
unmarried woman in Gnosjö named Caroline. She spent her life in the house of 
her childhood and she did not work. She gave piano lessons, wrote novels and 
painted. Caroline grew up in a rich family. Her father was the managing 
director and proprietor of the bobbin industry, which later on became Swedish 
Screw (in Swedish Svensk Skruv). During his lifetime he also was the head of 
the Home Guard of Gnosjö. For people in the community, Caroline was a 
woman surrounded by mystery. A middle-aged man told me that he took piano 
lessons from her in his youth and he talked about them as being a mysterious 
experience as well.    

It is said that she once left for America but after a while returned home. She 
was reported to be fond of swimming naked in the small pond close to the 
“Love Path” in Gnosjö. Swimming naked is once again a strange and unusual 
act in a community where, for quite some time, the church has had a dominant 
position. In their stories, the inhabitants described the real Catrine, or Caroline, 
as too sophisticated for the community, a different person, someone who never 
came to belong or be a part of the community.  

In playing the role of Catrine, the character manifests the inexplicable fear of 
the unknown that exists in the community. Catrine is perceived as an odd and 
special character in the play, but probably, inhabitants do not really think about 
what that means for the community. For an outsider, however, it tells that 
Gnosjö is a community with given norms of what one is supposed to do and 
how one is supposed to act. 

Loneliness 
Hannelore is another character in the play. As stressed before she symbolises   
those who have moved to the region but who never feel at home there. She is an 
odd and different character in the play and diverges from most of the others. 
She is an outsider of German descent as one can tell by listening to her accent. 
She represents the housewife of the son of Johan-August. In one line in the play 
she says:  

“I have never been a citizen of Gnosjö. The people have been kind but I have 
never been one of them.”  

She misses Germany, its artists and writers, saying that if Gnosjö had a trace of 
culture it would have been much easier. Her husband, Gunnar, the son of 
Johan-August, is a man who is almost married to his work. He goes to bed with 
his briefcase and was raised by a father who was a workaholic. An image that is 
not unusual, neither for the wives in the region nor for the owner-managers. 
Time is dedicated to work in Gnosjö and owner-managers spend most of their 
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spare time at work and are expected to be hard working and diligent. This 
naturally influences home life and as a wife of an owner-manager, it is easy to 
feel alone. One wife of an owner-manager that I talked with expressed it as: 

“As the wife of an owner-manager one lives in no man's land. One is not 
part of the management team and one is not part of the working team.”  

In one scene Hannelore says she is aware that many women in Gnosjö suffer 
from loneliness. She questions the role of a woman who she says is more lonely 
than anyone could imagine. Her life is invisible.  

Being hardworking and diligent does not only count for owner-managers, 
but also for certain positions within the firms, for example the toolmakers. The 
play mentions that people in Gnosjö work too much and too hard, which most 
of the people I talked with agreed with. Some use the word workaholic, and one 
person stressed that workaholism is the driving force of the Spirit of Gnosjö. A 
vicar in the community told me that he was lucky to see people coming to 
church on Sundays, which means that they are in the church and not at the 
firms working. Having Sunday as a free day for rest is very good according to 
the vicar for reasons of health.  

The time constraints that owner-managers face during their work make it 
necessary for them to be hard working. However, there is a financial reason too, 
which applies more to employees than owner-managers. One component of life 
which is significant to the Spirit of Gnosjö is that people envy each other’s 
success in, foremost, a positive way but also in a negative way. The success of 
one person spurs others to follow suit, as has been discussed in the previous 
chapter about the church. As the story about the garden lanterns illustrates, 
general logic in Gnosjö says that if one person can do it then it should be 
possible for others too. There is envy, both positive and negative, towards 
everything from setting up a large project to the buying of a new house or car. 
People work overtime to supplement their monthly salaries, so that they can 
meet the material demands of daily life. Generally speaking, life in Gnosjö and 
Hillerstorp is associated with work. It is not common for the inhabitants to see 
each other during their time off. In Gnosjö you dedicate your life to your firm 
or your work and your spare time to your house and your family, to sport 
activities, or to activities arranged by the Church.  

Entertainment is associated with the west coast, where many Gnosjö 
inhabitants retreat to their summer residences. This was something I realized 
when selling theater tickets. I thought that tickets for weekend performances 
would sell better than those for weekdays. It turned out that I was totally 
wrong. One reason for this was that companies invited their employees to see 
the play, an activity considered appropriate for workday evenings. Another 
reason was that in spring those with a summer home spent their weekends on 
the west coast, where one is allowed to live the kind of life style that Gnosjö 
does not accept. A son of an owner-manager expressed it as follows: 
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“One is more pretentious here than on the west coast. You do not want people 
to be offended. Some people are very careful about that.”  

This respondent had experienced life both in Gnosjö and on the west coast. His 
parents have a summer home on the west coast and he has had his childhood 
and adolescence in the community. He also belongs to a congregation.  

In the play two characters, who are both millionaires, fall in love. The man 
appreciates the relationship, because he feels that the women in his past have 
only loved him for his money. The woman is the CEO of one of the biggest 
companies in the region and she has everything but love. These characters 
illustrate that Gnosjö is a lonely community if one does not have a family. Now 
that she has fulfilled her business dreams, she wants to start to live. Another 
scene in the play says:  

“Gnosjö is a divine place on earth, if you are not alone.” 

The previous chapter about the church also highlights the issue of loneliness. 
The problem of moving to Gnosjö without any established relationships in the 
community was frequently discussed. Having a family does not necessarily 
imply that it is easier to become part of the community. When I asked a man, 
who had lived in the community since 1972 and who did not belong to a 
congregation, if he thought it had been difficult to become a part of the 
community, when moving there, he said:  

“It was very difficult. Everybody said how do you do and hello, hello, but 
they did not say anything more. The simple fact of the matter was that one 
had to make friends with those who were in the same situation. Today, 27 
years later, it feels good, I feel ‘in’. The first three to four years were very 
difficult. I moved here with my family, with young children. The whole 
family experienced this period as hard.”  

A group of Chinese people participate in one scene. They are dressed in clothes 
that one associates with a rice field. This illustrates, regrettably, all too well how 
many of the inhabitants view immigrants in the community.  

Johan-August, A Gnosjö Entrepreneur 
Johan-August, the main character in the play embodies the Spirit of Gnosjö 
itself. According to his grandson, Johan-August:  

“…knows everything and everybody. Everybody trusts him. He has all the 
credits one aspires to in Gnosjö. He gets the expert advice he needs within a 
radius of five hundred meters and whenever he wants to. He knows almost 
about every machine in the community since he, in one way or another, 
contributed to their construction. He has given many people advice and he 
has lent out money. Everybody listens to grandpa and he listens to everyone. 
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He almost knows everything. It is there in his blood. He is the Spirit of 
Gnosjö.”  

These lines tell a lot about life in Gnosjö and what counts and what does not. 
Having a wide circle of acquaintances means, in most cases, that one is part of 
the community, and an insider. Trust is important and being trustworthy is 
crucial in Gnosjö. Running a successful business is embedded in social ties. 

Shortage of labor in Gnosjö has made construction of automated machines 
an essential component of the daily life of owner-managers. In Gnosjö a few 
people are usually chosen as the true representatives of the Spirit of Gnosjö. 
The selection is considered a great honour, only bestowed on those with 
outstanding performance. Once chosen, they earn the title of “Mr. Gnosjö”. 
Johan-August had acquired this title in the play. It should be noted that while 
the title of Mr. Gnosjö has been conferred on several inhabitants, there is no 
woman addressed as Mrs. Gnosjö. People who have earned the nickname have 
all contributed to the community in a general way, and the majority have also 
founded or taken over a business. One example is that of an entrepreneur who 
was part of establishing one of the major firms of Hillerstorp. He took over the 
firm from his father, together with his brother, but later the firm was sold out 
to an external investment company. He is seen as a mentor by a number of the 
owner-managers and he has also held a political position in Gnosjö. Another 
example, which represents the older generation, is the person who is talked 
about as the founder of Hillerstorp. The company he sat up later led to several 
others. His major contribution to the community was a housing project to lure 
people to move to Hillerstorp, which was already suffering from an acute 
housing shortage, and the construction of the road between Hillerstorp and 
Värnamo.  

What Will Others Think? 
When the grandson of Johan-August receives a car after having graduated from 
high school, his grandmother immediately wonders what other people will 
think. How can an 18-year-old boy who has never worked get a car? How will 
he ever realize the value of money? The grandmother cares a lot about the 
opinions of others and whether they will consider it right to give such a 
graduation present. People might say that the family is spoiling its grandson. 
Hard work is and has always been important in Gnosjö, where spending money 
on consumer goods should only be a reward for hard work.      

People in the community, think that a car is indispensable. Historically, an 
exclusive car represented the role of being an owner-manager. However, the 
situation has changed and the majority of the people in Gnosjö, both young 
and old, drive new and expensive cars.  

The grandmother is worried that the car might spoil her grandson. She is 
not bothered whether the car will distract him from pursuing higher studies 
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since she does not want him to get a university degree. She also expresses 
anxiety about his political interest, and his meeting with members of the left 
wing party. These two areas, university studies and politics, characterize life in 
Gnosjö. Few people have a university degree and inhabitants have an 
inclination to distance themselves from party politics. Politicians should focus 
on practical issues that contribute towards the community, as emphasized in 
chapter six.  

In one scene it becomes clear that Stefan’s grandfather, Johan-August, once 
sympathized with the Communist party, fighting for reasonable wages and 
collective agreements. As a result he was fired and lost his job. Today this story 
is the talk of the town in the region. Living in Gnosjö and belonging to the 
Communist party is unthinkable in the conservative community of Gnosjö. An 
essay by Karlsson (1985) tells the story of three of Hylténs employees who 
joined a recently formed union in Gnosjö in 1926. Their employers considered 
it a defiant move and all three were fired.  

It is not surprising, therefore, to see a left wing group of people described as 
a choir in the play. The group is engaged in politics outside Gnosjö as well. In 
the play they discuss the Vietnam War and the role of the United States. For 
many people in Gnosjö, politicians are viewed as troublemakers. Discussions, 
political or otherwise, must focus on solving local problems and factual matters. 
The left wing group in the play is shown locked in political arguments and this 
illustrates that people engaged in politics are considered outsiders.  

In the play Stefan attends the meeting and one can sense that there is a 
difference between children of the working class and owner-managers. A 
member of the group says to Stefan:  

“Do not care about him, he is just jealous. We are not used to visits from sons 
of directors.” 

Asked whether such discrimination exists, people said yes. People of the same 
social strata tend to establish relationships and people who were not owner-
managers said that their children did not play with the children of owner-
managers. As in previous chapters, one person I talked with told me that when 
she was young none of her friends belonged to families with a business. On the 
other hand, members of family-owned companies said that most of their friends 
came from families with a business. They said it was thought of as normal in 
Gnosjö and nobody had drawn their attention to it.  

In different parts of the play the importance of status symbols are 
underlined. One example is when Stefan wants to buy some paintings and says:  

“I need to buy a work of art. Do you have anything nice? Motives are not 
important as long as they are expensive…I would like something like the 
Halmstad group…I would like a receipt because the firm is supposed to pay 
for them…”  
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The art trade is a roaring business in Gnosjö. Though a small town, it boasts a 
gallery with works by famous artists. There is also an antique shop in the 
middle of Hillerstorp and the owner of the shop told me that he sometimes is 
asked to decorate and furnish a whole house.  

Scepticism Towards Higher Education  
Developing a career and getting a job is possible in Gnosjö even without a 
university degree. The great majority of the owner-managers started to work 
when they were young, either within the family firm or within another firm. 
The same is true for a number of people who hold management positions in the 
community. Over time they have accumulated enough experience to occupy 
managerial positions. Some firms have functioned as platforms for training.  

The scene in which Stefan proposes to his girlfriend is enlightening:  

“Do you want to marry me? A destitute son of Gnosjö, a child of the Spirit. 
The first person who managed to fail in Gnosjö…the first who learned 
nothing from all the wisdom that exists in this region, who learned nothing 
from his talented, hard-working and wise forefathers…A previously spoiled 
child who got everything he wanted and even more. A typical example of the 
third generation of Gnosjö…The destroyers of family businesses, whose 
preference of university education in the eyes of older generation taught them 
nothing about life in Gnosjö.”   

In another scene, with a similar message, a company founder complains that 
none of his grand children want to take over the business so therefore he has 
decided to sell it:  

“They don’t want to, they got into bad company. It turned out bad for them, 
they are studying at the University of Lund.”  

As emphasized in chapter five the owner-managers in Gnosjö have managed 
well without university degrees. High profile jobs in the community are mainly 
in the manufacturing sector and priority is given to production instead of 
administration, marketing or sales-oriented activities. Administration is, as far 
as possible, operated by the founder of the firm or a family member, mostly the 
spouse. When a firm grows it is common to hire a person to take over the 
administration. The owner-manager will then have more time to spend in the 
factory and focus on production and machinery. Many firms are suppliers to 
other firms in the region and the process of getting new orders is not that 
complicated. The relationship between the seller and buyer is well established 
and both partners have accumulated the knowledge needed to carry out the 
procedure smoothly.  

When orders constantly pour in, owner-managers do not need to put energy 
into sales and marketing activities, especially if they do not intend to expand, 
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which only a few companies seem determined to do so. Few firms focus on sales 
and marketing skills, but those who do often grow and succeed. Usually these 
firms have been founded by two or more brothers, with one focused on 
technical skills while the other on marketing and sales. One example is the story 
in chapter five about the firm that stayed within the same family and was then 
inherited by the third generation.   

Generally speaking, the big firms, with an estimated 100 employees, have 
usually applied a growth strategy and have focused on marketing and sales 
activities. Firms bought up by external actors have a governance structure where 
administration, marketing, and sales activities are emphasized. These firms are 
also prone to employing people with university degree.   

It is possible to reconstruct Gnosjö’s past by relying on our knowledge of 
what was happening in the community; however, it is impossible to know what 
the situation would have been if more people in Gnosjö had a university degree. 
Many in Gnosjö still consider higher education meaningless and the play 
confirms this belief since pursuing higher education is considered tantamount 
to business failure.  

The cast in the play told me that there is a snobbish attitude towards 
education in Gnosjö where people boast about their elementary school. People 
feel proud of their working class background. They told me that the negative 
attitude is perhaps the outcome of the way those with a university degree treat 
Gnosjö. The young, mainly from the third generation, distance themselves 
from Gnosjö’s daily life once they join the university. Many view this as a threat 
to the very existence of the region since many students never come back. There 
is a lack of educated people in Gnosjö and it is hard to attract educated people 
to move there. The actors also said that some people brag that they have never 
been outside the municipality boarders. Others are proud of not having a 
passport as they do not feel there is a need to leave Gnosjö, even temporarily. 
They spend happily their whole life in Gnosjö.   

Both the scepticism towards higher education and the strong idea about 
which political parties one should engage in tell that one is supposed to do as 
everybody else, toe the line, and not be different. The great majority of the 
people have not studied at the university, yet they have managed anyhow and 
politics is a way to facilitate business life. As an inhabitant of Gnosjö one should 
keep this in mind.  

Well-Known Families and Family Names 
The focus on quality and luxury and the attitude towards higher education are 
two major themes in the play. In the scene when Stefan attends the political 
meeting organized by the left-wing party, it becomes clear that Stefan’s 
grandfather’s surname was once Pettersson but the family changed it to 
Tölstadius. During my stay in Gnosjö and Hillerstorp I found out that some 
families had changed their names. There were several different reasons for this. 
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One explanation is that certain surnames were not suitable to use as names for 
the newly established companies. In addition, there could have been some 
confusion since so many families in Gnosjö have the same name, such as 
Pettersson or Johansson.  

The family names are points of references and one young man I talked with 
said: 

“Today family bonds are foremost a fun thing, I personally think it is fun 
that I originate from the Pettersson family [a well-known family in 
Hillerstorp]. Historically it was probably different. Maybe it was easier to 
manage in the community. Probably my own background has influenced my 
situation, my employer knows my father. So, even today family bonds do 
matter, which is both good and bad. The family becomes a point of reference. 
Maybe one does not want to employ some people because they originate from 
certain families.” 

Originally, the majority of firms in the region were founded as a sideline 
activity and they expanded gradually. When it came to recruiting at that time, 
it was normal to employ family members, relatives, or neighbors. This shows 
that relationships were already established between employer and employees. 
Though times have changed, the same structure can still be seen today. 

A story in the play illustrates how interwoven the people in the community 
are through the family networks. Stefan is in love with a girl called “the 
adventure”, but later it is revealed that she is the offspring of an affair between 
her mother and Stefan’s father, Gunnar. The affair was kept secret since it 
would have been harmful to Johan-August’s family and his company. In a scene 
it becomes clear that Johan-August used to assist the girl financially, something 
his son, Gunnar, has not been aware of. It turns out that everybody knows 
everything, but nobody talks about it. That which is not openly talked about 
does not exist. A line in the play illustrates this:  

“Behind the exterior façade there are secrets which people want to hide…”  

Another line says:  

“You know, here in Gnosjö we get along with each other on the surface. 
What we harbor inside is not the most important. One should face life when 
it comes…”  

And finally:  

“Even walls have eyes and ears. A lot happens under the surface, behind the 
doors, under the quilts – but I guess you have already heard? There is a great 
deal of tittle-tattle.”  

All these lines illustrate that everything is not as it seems at first glance. As in 
most small communities, there is a high degree of social control. People tend to 
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check each other out. There is awareness about what is going on and this 
concerns everything from social relationships to luxurious manifestations of life. 
A middle-aged man expressed it as: 

“If a person has not been seen about for a long time he is missed, that might 
be an advantage. But, at the same time you are not anonymous. If you are 
going to do something that is not right, you are not supposed to do it in a 
small community. One of the most amusing things to do in a small 
community is to tell stories about other people.” 

In a larger community, people tend to mind their own business. Things might 
happen but they are not made public. One actor in the play told me that almost 
everybody knows what other people have, but if you are a wealthy owner-
manager you try never to show it. That is the attitude. Owner-managers do not 
boast about their status in order to avoid dividing the people in the community 
into classes. Mutual respect is the key to success and people are more or less 
placed under the same conditions. The company founders know their machines 
and their employees.  

Since many families have lived in the community for generations, the family 
networks are dense. A great majority of those I met and talked with in Gnosjö 
argued that the high degree of social control is a characteristic of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö and some believed that this is a consequence of the family networks. 
Regardless of what the social context may be, in principle there will be a 
number of family members present. To avoid hurting anyone, one behaves 
according to the norms, since people will talk. One source for gossip is the 
family networks. Since those who are part of the same family share a common 
base, the family name, it becomes even more important not to drag the rest of 
the family into the dirt and this helps to keep up proper behavior. 

Since the community is rather small and most people are related to each 
other in one or another way, networks become restricted and this influences 
social life. Furthermore, as the theater play illustrates, the social networks might 
make it hard for people, especially newcomers, to become part of the 
community. So, while Gnosjö is well-known for its networks, it is a community 
in which a great number of people feel left out. People grow up in social 
networks that do stay rather stable over time. At the same time, people 
belonging to different social strata socialize with each other.  

The role of external ownership is another theme in the play. One actor says 
that he has to sell because there are too many cousins involved in the company. 
There are also discussions regarding external investment companies, such as 
Finnveden2. In one scene, Stefan says that even thought an external owner 
comes in, it is the family that must make the decisions because they know how 
to run a business.  

                                                 
2 Finnveden is a local investment firm in the region. 



Jönköping International Business School 

 196

A Tribute to the Community 
When I asked the audience and the actors’ about their opinions, some describe 
the play as merely a play. Others said that the play mirrored the community. 

As an outsider and researcher, I am sure I interpret the play differently than 
people native to Gnosjö. I might have heard things that the natives took for 
granted. The cast described the play as a New Year’s variety show, in which 
each act becomes a number in a revue. The play is a tribute to the community. 
The actors classified the play as popular culture and in their view there is a 
paradox in the play. While the play focused on owner-managers and status 
symbols such as elegant cars, few owner-managers were actually involved in the 
local theater itself.  

Putting Johan-August in front of a new computer is a good illustration of 
the Spirit of Gnosjö, according to the actors. For them, the message is that 
despite the scepticism towards higher education, there is an interest and a 
willingness to learn about the latest technology and how the region strives to 
adapt. In a way the play depicts a community without modern conveniences, 
where men and women are outmoded and old-fashioned. Nonetheless, there is 
a willingness to be up-to-date when it comes to amenities, such as new cars, cell 
telephones, etc.  

The play, according to the actors, mirrors the local rules and norms of a 
smaller community where life evolves around certain ideas and ideals. They said 
that they had heard many funny stories about the people of Gnosjö, who, they 
believed, behaved and worked differently than people in other parts of Sweden. 
According to the professional actors, the people of Gnosjö are efficient and hard 
working and they solve their problems in a professional and competent manner. 
At the same time, the locals know that the whole country views their way of 
working with envy.   

Discussion 
As in chapter five, six and seven, this discussion is structured into two different 
parts. The first part emphasizes the empirical questions that are raised at the 
beginning of this chapter. Thereafter a discussion follows in which the cultural 
perspective is applied to the stories told and the issues emphasized in this 
chapter. This discussion aims at illustrating how cultures are constructed across 
and beyond organizational boundaries in different arenas that not all opinions 
are shared and that inconsistencies prevail. The three concepts of degree of 
sharedness, inconsistency, and boundlessness are focused on once again. 
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A Summary: Viewing the Local Theater Association as an Arena 
The empirical questions addressed at the beginning of this chapter were: What 
can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö with the perspective of the local 
theater association as the arena? What does the play say about daily life in the 
community?   

The issues emphasized are: Big Bengt and High Chaparral, being different 
in Gnosjö, loneliness, Johan-August, a Gnosjö entrepreneur, what will others 
think, the scepticism towards higher education, and well known families and 
family names. 

What can be learned about the Spirit of Gnosjö with the perspective of the 
local theater association as the arena? As for the play, people had agreed on the 
manuscript and decided to perform it in a certain way. They tried to make the 
Spirit of Gnosjö visible to both people in the region and outsiders. The 
performance, illustrating the daily life of the region, articulates the Spirit of 
Gnosjö and the sometimes inexplicable Spirit becomes comprehensible on 
stage.  

Writing, directing, and producing a play about the culture of the 
community is in itself an example of the Spirit of Gnosjö and an illustration of 
how cooperation and hard work strengthen the home region. By writing and 
performing the play, the theater and the inhabitants of Gnosjö honour the 
community and the Spirit. Through their voluntary work, the inhabitants give 
attention to the history of their home region. The plot of the play, for example, 
constructs the myth in the same manner as the myth constructs the play.  

The world of business and the lives of owner-managers are frequent themes 
throughout the play. The inventiveness with which owner-managers find new 
solutions to problems, is one of the themes discussed. Others touch upon 
business and the dedication towards the development of the region and 
devotion to work, which has caused many children to seek other careers. In the 
play, a majority of the main characters are either entrepreneurs or married to 
entrepreneurs. Being a true Gnosjö entrepreneur means that the person is well 
anchored in social networks, meaning that it is possible to turn to others for 
help. A family-owned firm is the most ideal way to run a business and people 
who have grown up in Gnosjö know how to accomplish this. According to the 
play the Spirit of Gnosjö is the result of hardworking and diligent people.  

However life in Gnosjö and the Spirit of Gnosjö is not only depicted as a 
perfect world. A number of drawbacks of the Spirit are also emphasized. The 
play stresses how important it is not to stray from the given norms of how life 
should be. By this I mean that higher education, political engagement, and 
doing anything except staying and working within a manufacturing firm in the 
region are all condemned. It becomes apparent in the play that running a firm 
is the thing to do and that a firm should be family-owned.  

The play also brings up the exclusion of people and preconceived ideas that 
in a broader context would be considered rather narrow-minded. There are also 
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scenes about social control where everybody does what they are expected to do 
and few deviate from the predetermined goals.  

Big Bengt and High Chaparral were not directly emphasized in the theater 
play and nobody played the part of Big Bengt. He was included in the play as a 
person the other characters talked about in the opening scene, but the audience 
members who did not know him would find it quite difficult to put this 
dialogue into a context. Indirectly he was included in another scene, when a 
cowboy with a horse slants across the scene. The cowboy is supposed to 
illustrate someone who lives and works at High Chaparral. Because the people 
who work and live at High Chaparral often wear cowboy clothes, even in their 
free time, it is not uncommon to meet a cowboy when out shopping in Gnosjö. 
So, even though he does not have a specific role in the play, Big Bengt has been 
included in this chapter since he contributes to the understanding of the Spirit 
of Gnosjö. Opinions about Big Bengt differ among the people in Gnosjö and 
this might be one reason why his character of Big Bengt is marginalized in the 
play.  

The stories created by Bengt and those about Bengt are important because 
through them the inhabitants of Gnosjö relate themselves to their world and try 
to make sense out of it. The stories tell how one is supposed to act in Gnosjö 
whether an owner-manager or an ordinary inhabitant. Big Bengt is a living case 
of what one is expected to do or not to do. The experiences people have had 
with him and the stories about him have become points of reference for many. 
Almost all the managers in Gnosjö know Bengt personally. He and his 
amusement park have become a living legend and many people across Sweden 
know about the park though they may not associate it with Gnosjö. In the play, 
Bengt and his park are depicted as outsiders and not part of the normal Gnosjö 
life even though High Chaparral is probably one of the more entrepreneurial 
projects in Sweden. To create a Western amusement park in the middle of 
Småland is indeed entrepreneurial and to make the park into the biggest tourist 
attraction in Småland also demands entrepreneurial force. However, I doubt 
that many visitors know that the park is situated in the municipality of Gnosjö 
and the park has a life of its own in the middle of the forest, in the middle of 
nowhere.  

The play addresses several other important aspects. As an inhabitant of 
Gnosjö one should not engage in politics apart from certain issues that are of 
interest for Gnosjö. Many scenes show the inhabitants of Gnosjö as 
hardworking and diligent and that life in Gnosjö means hardly any spare time 
at all. The play also illustrates that to have a decent life in Gnosjö you need to 
have a family, since many activities circle around the family. This is illustrated 
both by the ghost Catrine and by the millionaires who fall in love. People 
whose lifestyles diverge too much from the others are considered odd and 
different. This means everything from having a higher education to working 
with music and art. The play also points out that incidents of a sensitive nature 
are kept secret within the municipality, but if one person in Gnosjö knows 
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something it is most likely that others know about it too. The extensive social 
networks of the region are also portrayed as is the difficulty that an outsider 
might have to be accepted within this realm. 

When all of these aspects are added to the understanding of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö, a complex phenomenon emerges that is full of nuances. Naturally, the 
stories about Gnosjö and its Spirit differ whether one is of foreign extraction, a 
successful entrepreneur, or a woman.  

The model below illustrates the issues elaborated on in this chapter. 
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A Cultural Perspective on the Local Theater Association as an 
Arena  
This discussion is organized according to the same aspects of culture, as used in 
the previous chapter, i.e. the concepts of degree of sharedness, inconsistency, 
and boundlessness. The discussion illustrates that not everyone shares the same 
opinions and that inconsistencies can be interpreted. Finally, it illustrates the 
impossibility of drawing cultural boundaries since cultures are constructed 
across and beyond organizational boundaries, and in different arenas. The first 
part of the discussion emphasizes the consequences of different outlooks on life, 
i.e. people relate to issues in different ways. The second part depicts the Spirit 
of Gnosjö as a spirit of enterprising rather than entrepreneurship. Even if many 
people equate the Spirit of Gnosjö with entrepreneurship, it might be more 
relevant to discuss the Spirit of Gnosjö in terms of enterprising. The issue of 
control is also discussed. This discussion illustrates inconsistencies that have 
become apparent, such as how people in Gnosjö want to be on the front-line of 
the latest development while they do not want to lose control. Finally, the 
chapter ends with a discussion about boundaries and cultures. 

Degree of Sharedness: Different Outlooks on Life 
The play illustrates that different people in Gnosjö have different outlooks on 
life. This is partly due to their previous experiences and partly due to what they 
do and where they work. The perspective of an outsider is exemplified through 
Big Bengt.  

The play portrays him as a person who breaks the rules and the law since he 
builds without permissions. When people in Gnosjö were asked if they knew 
Bengt and what opinions they had about High Chaparral, the answers varied 
greatly. In the eyes of some people Big Bengt is a hero, who breaks new ground. 
Others were disappointed with him and stressed that High Chaparral is a 
hotbed of sin and they tried to dissociate themselves from everything that had 
to do with High Chaparral. While some of those who dissociated themselves 
from High Chaparral and Big Bengt chose to do so based on experiences of 
their own, there were others who had listened to stories and were working from 
preconceived ideas. Finally, some people were indulgent towards High 
Chaparral and Big Bengt and concluded that he contributed to the community 
and one should let him have his way.  

It turned out that the great majority of the owner-managers I met knew Big 
Bengt. Some had done business with him and some were just friends with him. 
However, the great majority did not talk very much about him, and it was first 
when they were addressed with a question about High Chaparral and Big Bengt 
that information about any relationships with him came forth. When they 
talked about him they often stressed his role after World War II when Gnosjö 
was established as a region of small businesses. During this time period he sold 
machines that could be purchased in instalments. This was an important 
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activity that helped a great number of new businesses. The stories about Big 
Bengt illustrate how different people relate to a person or a phenomenon in 
different ways and how the degree of sharedness might vary. Although many 
did not openly talk about Big Bengt, they did indeed socialize with him. People 
who have lived and worked in Gnosjö for a longer period of time have learned 
the stories about Big Bengt and the stories are part of their everyday knowledge. 
However, the stories told about and by Big Bengt emphasize that he is 
nonetheless an outsider. 

That people have different outlooks on life is also illustrated by the 
characters of Catrine and Hannelore. Catrine represents those people in Gnosjö 
who never really fit in, those who give priority to things other than the 
manufacturing industry. Hannelore represents those who move to Gnosjö and 
who never become part of the community. She illustrates how hard it is to live 
in a community where almost everybody takes the view that one is a stranger 
who does not belong there. She also gives expression to the difficulty of living 
in a community where the main focus in life, for the great majority of the 
inhabitants, is work.  

All three of the characters illustrate how difficult it might be to be to stray 
from the norm in Gnosjö. The characters also illustrate how other people 
perceive those who are different. Generally speaking, people keep a low profile 
and do not stray from the norm. The same reasoning is applicable when it 
comes to the life people live when they are in the community, compared to the 
life they live when they are outside the community. A life outside the 
community allows a certain level of indulgance and flamboyance that is not 
accepted at home.   

The theater play stresses that there are social values and norms that govern 
in Gnosjö. One is supposed to work in the manufacturing industry, be 
hardworking and diligent, not stray from the norms and values, and be part of a 
family. Being a single person in Gnosjö is not worth aiming at. Life in Gnosjö 
is constructed around the family and the activities carried out by the family. 
However, daily life in Gnosjö does not look like this for everybody. There are 
people who live different lives too. 

A Spirit of Entrepreneurship or A Spirit of Enterprising? 
Many people equate the Spirit of Gnosjö with entrepreneurs and 
entrepreneurship. Yet, as can be seen in the previous chapters, most companies 
are in the same line of businesses and it could be discussed how entrepreneurial 
they actually are, relatively to Schumpeter’s (1934/1983) definition of 
entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship, according to Schumpeter (1934/1983:66), 
is at least, one of the following five things: (1) “the introduction of a new 
good”, (2) “the introduction of a new method of production”, (3) “the opening 
of a new market”, (4) “the conquest of a new source of supply of raw materials 
or half-manufactured goods”, or (5) “the carrying out of the new organization 
of any industry”. However, one entrepreneurial project in the community is, 
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without a doubt, High Chaparral. When creating High Chaparral Big Bengt 
wanted to show the world that he could manage and he did. He has created one 
of Sweden’s most well-known theme parks in the middle of nowhere. Material 
that others considered useless became building blocks at High Chaparral and 
this makes High Chaparral a unique place where all buildings have their own 
history. In addition, building costs were kept to a minimum. 

Unlike High Chaparral, very few of the firms in Gnosjö fulfil Schumpeter’s 
(1934/1983) definition of entrepreneurship. There are some minor differences, 
but the great majority are doing what the firms in the region have done for 
decades. New firms that are founded often start up doing more or less the same 
as the other firms in the region already do. When owner-managers were asked 
about this, a great majority of them argued that it is not very strange since 
people in the region are skilled in the same areas. What people have learned in 
past times is basically what they do today. As long as each firm defines its niche, 
it is socially accepted that people start up, more or less, competing firms. In 
short, people have ascribed a certain value to the Spirit of Gnosjö, that of being 
entrepreneurial, even though this might not be the case. From the stories above, 
it is quite obvious that business is done in a rather traditional way and that 
people in Gnosjö have preconceived ideas about what firms should produce and 
how.   

Such attitude is confirmed by the fact that business founders who do not 
originate from the region do not have their customer base within the region. 
This supports the idea that the social networks matter. Those who have lived in 
the community for generations are included through family and church 
networks while others are excluded. To become part of the community, it is 
important to be familiar with the everyday knowledge in the community. It is 
probably hard to deny help to a family member, a friend or a member from the 
congregation. Furthermore, since the different social networks are connected, in 
one or another way, most people know each other and are related. A 
consequence of the close networks might be that it is hard for the owner-
managers to access new knowledge. When networks are dense, there tends to be 
a lack of structural holes (Burt, 1992), which connect the different actors with 
external influences. It stands to reason that this would influence the degree of 
entrepreneurship since the owner-managers are not exposed to new influences.  

I would again argue that the Spirit of Gnosjö is about enterprising, i.e. the 
steady-state running of a business. Many of the firms in Gnosjö are within the 
same line of business and produce, more or less, the same products. Few have 
an explicit goal that they want to grow, and many of the owner-managers just 
make their living out of their companies, but they do not have any long-term 
goals. Finally, many of the firms are dependent on one bigger customer, who 
operates in the region. The purpose for them is not to be and act in an 
entrepreneurial way; their driving force is to run their own firm.  
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Inconsistencies: Fear of Losing Control? 
The discussion at the end of chapter five indicated the hidden agenda of 
founding the local investment firm Gnosjö-Börsen. One reason for keeping 
local ownership was probably that owner-managers did not want to reduce the 
control of the firms within the region. No outsider should get the chance to 
govern. Those people involved in founding Gnosjö-Börsen stressed that they 
founded the industrial group for the benefit of the community. Nobody 
expressed that they did it to earn money or to be able to control their own 
positions. This implies that while the Spirit of Gnosjö is about networking, 
which means to include people, it is also about restricting the networks to 
certain people while other are excluded. By deciding whom to include, it is 
possible to keep control on a local level.  

The issue of higher education is both emphasized in this chapter and in 
chapter five. As the chapters stress, there is a scepticism towards higher 
education in the community, especially among the older generation. An 
underlying reason for this scepticism is probably their own lack of higher 
education. A common line of reasoning is: “my generation has managed well 
without higher education so why shouldn’t future generations?” One reason for 
their scepticism might be a fear of losing control that is similar to the 
apprehension apparent when the locals decided to found a local investment 
firm. By keeping a patronizing attitude towards higher education, one is also 
shielded from the knowledge one lacks, i.e. nobody else knows more than 
anyone else and as long as a person has the advantage of knowledge, he or she is 
in control. This creates an inconsistency since owner-managers often talk about 
their willingness to change, but to be able to change there is a need to receive 
influence from the outside world such as institutions of formal knowledge.  

In the discussion above, it was questioned if the Spirit of Gnosjö could be 
defined as a spirit of entrepreneurship or as a spirit of enterprising. I argued for 
the latter. One reason was that rather few firms in Gnosjö are innovative, apart 
from improving the production line. Working with strategies such as product 
development and marketing is not that common. Bringing in new knowledge 
and taking a new approach towards higher education would probably have 
changed this. However, it might imply that those lacking this type of 
knowledge and insight might lose control. Of course there are firms that work 
with product development and strategic marketing activities still, many 
continue in the same old rut. 

Boundlessness: Drawing Cultural Boundaries, An Approach that Restricts 
Our Understanding  
Like Gnosjö Hjälper, the local theater association also involves people from a 
wide spectrum of the community. Apart from the people who were engaged in 
preparing for the play and performing the play, other actors, such as Gnosjö 
Hjälper and local owner-managers, also contributed in some way. This means 
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that the local theater association is an arena that bridges different social 
networks in the community. 

This chapter illustrates how business and private life are interwoven. The 
play is about daily life in the community and shows how people in the 
community are tied together in different networks. People in the community 
are either members of the same family, colleagues, friends, members of the same 
congregation, or acquaintances. Situations might occur where it is difficult to 
separate the different roles.   

According to the play, information is spread through the different networks 
and even things that are under the surface, “behind the doors, under the quilts”, 
are known to almost everybody in the community.   

A common feature in the empirical chapters is that it is impossible to draw 
cultural boundaries. Yet to even attempt such an exercise actually restricts our 
understanding about the phenomenon of cultures, as is evident through the 
many stories related here. Creating understanding about a community like 
Gnosjö is impossible if one restricts understanding to certain organizations. 
Moreover, when a process oriented cultural perspective is applied, and culture is 
understood as relational, it is a must to view cultures as not having any 
boundaries.  
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Chapter 9  
Norms and Values in Gnosjö 

According to the grand narrative of the Spirit, there is a low level of 
unemployment in the community, the business firms are profitable, and there is 
a high degree of cooperation between firms in networks. Other characteristics 
within the grand narrative are: helpfulness, cooperation, solidarity, informal 
networks, and positive envy. However, from the previous arena chapters, it can 
be concluded that the Spirit of Gnosjö is about so much more. While the grand 
narrative conveys a message of a region without conflicts and with a 
homogenous culture, where harmony and consensus prevail, and where most of 
its actors share similar backgrounds and ideas, this book, through its stories, 
conveys a much broader and heterogenous picture.  

The starting point of this study was not to see if Gnosjö could be defined as 
an “ideal-typical industrial district” (Staber, 1996), rather I had an open 
approach and my sincere hope was to understand Gnosjö and its Spirit. The 
field of industrial districts has been criticized for focusing on actors and 
institutions while individual actors and processes have been left out (Markusen, 
1999). Markusen (1999) writes that leaving out individual actors and processes 
implies that aspects such as who is included or excluded in different network 
settings and power relationships are overlooked. By listening to stories from 
different groups of actors in Gnosjö, not only owner-managers, and 
furthermore, by including arenas beyond the business firm, I have tried to meet 
this criticism. The purpose of this study, as stated in chapter one, is to analyse 
the processes through which meanings are ascribed to the Spirit of Gnosjö. This 
has been done from a process oriented cultural perspective. Degree of 
sharedness, inconsistency, and boundlessness, are the analytical concepts, 
applied for creating understanding about how meanings are ascribed to the 
Spirit of Gnosjö.    

With previous chapters as a base, this chapter analyses the processes through 
which meaning are ascribed to the Spirit of Gnosjö. The focus is on why people 
are ascribing certain meanings to the Spirit of Gnosjö, and which norms and 
values that are prominent in Gnosjö. Three value sources are identified and 
discussed. Through norms and values it is possible to learn more about Gnosjö 
and its Spirit as consisting of cultures, especially if both espoused and inferred 
values are considered. Culture in this study is understood as a network of 
meanings that are created in and through social interaction. These are formed 
into emotive value manifestations, which give utterance to norms and values 
(see chapter two). Identifying and analysing value sources, and predominant 
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norms and values, both espoused and inferred values, is seen as a method for 
understanding cultures as fragmented. The values sources as well as the 
espoused and inferred values are identified based on the stories in all previous 
chapters.    

The chapter is also identifying some challenges for the future in Gnosjö, 
which are deduced from the three value sources and the espoused and inferred 
values. Finally, the chapter elaborates on the role of the grand narrative in 
Gnosjö.  

Three Value Sources 
A value source is in this study defined as having an institutionalised power, i.e. 
it has played a prominent role in the community for decades and it is well-
known to the community members. The identification of the three value 
sources that are emphasized in this chapter have emerged from the arenas and 
issues presented in the previous chapters. It is not possible to relate one value 
source to one specific chapter, rather the different arenas and the different 
issues, have, together, constructed the three value sources.  

By way of introduction, allow me to say a few words about the three value 
sources. The church has had a strong position in the community for decades 
and, even today, it is a platform for networking and dialoguing where norms 
and values are created and reconstructed. This counts for everyone regardless of 
whether or not one is a church-goer. Daily life in the community is also 
organized around the family and since many people have lived in the 
community for generations, family networks are interlinked through marriages. 
A number of people can trace their ancestry to the same family tree, which 
influences the social networks in the community. In family owned firms, the 
public sphere of life tends to overlap the private sphere of life, which influences 
how the family organizes daily life. How the more traditional gender-roles are 
reinforced also tells something about the values in the community.  

Finally, history is a value source. A great number of the stories are 
permeated with the inward sense that the past guides the way people behave 
today. Furthermore, relationships from the past are inestimable. By referring to 
relationships from the past and to history, people legitimize their way of acting 
and explain why life is like it is in Gnosjö. As stressed in chapter four, the Spirit 
of Gnosjö traces its roots back to the late nineteenth century, and the younger 
generation learns about the history of the region through the industrial 
museums. A great number of people in Gnosjö, regardless of age, know stories 
about the heritage of the region, and these tales function as points of reference, 
and historical values prevail.  
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Religious Values 
The church is a meeting place that characterises daily life for a great number of 
the inhabitants and has done so for a long time. It creates norms and values in 
the region. Stories told about the Spirit of Gnosjö, through the media, in 
books, and in research underline the important role of the church. Norberg 
(2001:199)1, for example, writes that Gnosjö illustrates how members of free 
churches became leaders of businesses. He writes: “The industrialization raised 
the Swedish people to become a middle class with a set of values originating 
from the free churches.” Congregations originating from the United States 
served as models for the Swedish ones that were established. Gnosjö, with its 
free churches and its religious networks, imitates the Protestant sects of the past 
few centuries (Norberg, 2001).   

One of the best known works about religious life and business life is The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1930/1992) by Weber. Weber 
(1930/1992) discusses the term spirit and writes (Weber, 1930/1992:47):  

“If any object can be found to which this term can be applied with any 
understandable meaning, it can only be an historical individual, i.e. a 
complex of elements associated in historical reality which we unite into a 
conceptual whole from the standpoint of their cultural significance.”  

The large amount of free churches in Gnosjö means that it is interesting to 
reflect about the Spirit of Gnosjö from the perspective of Weber (1930/1992), 
mainly because he has based his discussion on asceticism, a line of thought that 
gained strength in Sweden thanks to the free churches. Moreover, Weber has a 
focus on “the rising strata of the lower industrial middle class” (1930/1992:65), 
which is the group of people that makes up the community of Gnosjö. Finally, 
Weber (1930/1992:75) was also inspired by the question: “What was the 
background of ideas which could account for the sort of activity apparently 
directed toward profit alone as a calling toward which the individual feels 
himself to have an ethical obligation?” This question is relevant to address when 
creating understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö too. However, it is important 
to keep in mind that The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism was 
written in the beginning of the 20th century and that it is about a period in time 
when the industrial development in Gnosjö had not yet had an effect.  

The Role of the Protestant Ethic in Gnosjö 
According to Weber (1930/1992), the Calvinist Protestantism and the values of 
ethics of individualism, hard work, self-control, and obedience to authority are 
the foundation of capitalism. For the development of capitalism, there is a need 
for a rational perspective on work, with a focus on profit. Hard, assiduous, 

                                                 
1 Norberg’s (2001) dissertation does not focus on Gnosjö. Gnosjö is just one example that he 
briefly uses as an illustration. Thus, this study is not included in chapter one. 
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physical or spiritual work prevents what the Puritans talked about as an 
“unclean life” (Weber, 1930/1992:75). Squandering time on sin, social life, 
luxury, and sleeping was not acceptable. The only right thing to do was to work 
and through this work a person honored God. Work was considered to be a 
mission in life and thereby a task one was expected to fulfil. Owner-managers 
honored God through their hard work and they were considered men of 
righteousness, and thereby authorities, who should not be questioned.  

The outcome of hard work was considered a blessing from God and should 
not be spent on frivolity and luxury (Weber, 1930/1992). When profit could be 
re-invested, it should. Otherwise it should be used as outlined in the parable 
about the servant and the five talents, which Weber (1930/1992) refers to. The 
money earned made it possible for the firms to develop and thereby industry 
and frugality was a result of the devotion to religion. As long as the money is 
perceived as a blessing from God, Weber writes, it is accepted to be rich and 
wanting to stay poor was despised. Weber also writes that the wealth in and of 
itself is not desirable, but rather a distribution of the wealth, which caring about 
the community could be compared with. 

Daily life in Gnosjö is built up around business life, and as a community 
member one should be hardworking and diligent. Being unemployed is not 
socially accepted in the community. Furthermore, many employees are loyal 
towards their employers and it is not unusual for an employee to have worked 
within the same firm for his or her entire working life. Stories also tell that 
weekdays are for work and that it is unusual for people to socialize then. 

The religious life has been a salient feature in the community and according 
to Norberg (2001) the protestant work ethic might be more prevalent in an area 
like Gnosjö since people have stayed in the region for generations and 
secularisation has been weak. Historically it was common that employees in 
Gnosjö invested in a machine that was put in their basement or in their 
storeroom. The products were often sold to the firm where the machine-owner 
was employed. Over time the business grew and the profit was re-invested, thus 
the great majority of firms have grown without external money and the 
founders first get a return on their investments when the firm is finally sold.  

According to Weber (1930/1992), only activities arranged by the church 
were accepted, which might explain why the church has such a strong foothold 
in the community. People are not conspicuous about wealth and achievements 
in Gnosjö. Vanity, pleasure, and luxury are strongly connected to the life 
outside the community. Furthermore, alcohol should be avoided, and as 
outlined earlier this is a value many hold as central in Gnosjö.   

Summing Up  
By viewing religion as a value source, it is possible to understand why certain 
norms and values prevail in Gnosjö. Newcomers who are not socialized into 
this everyday knowledge value the church differently. This explains why it is 
easier for those newcomers who are church-goers to adapt to daily life in the 
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community. The people in the community try to avoid breaking the prevailing 
norms, but if they must, this is done outside the community. People in the 
community are socialized into values expressed in the Bible. However, the Bible 
does not say anything about the day when the firm is sold and money is gained. 
Suddenly, it might be difficult for people to rely on the Bible for their answers. 
Gnosjö is no longer a community where there is poverty and suffering. Instead, 
it is a wealthy community, but, still, one tries to follow norms and values that 
originate from past times. This results in emerging inconsistencies in the 
community.  

Family Values 
The social life in the community is organized around the family, both regarding 
the public sphere of life, such as business life, and the private sphere of life. A 
great majority of the firms in Gnosjö are privately owned, often by different 
constellations of family members, for example by nuclear family members, by 
brothers, by cousins, or by brothers-in-law. Thereby, the family is, in different 
ways involved in and influences business life in the community. Apart from 
their families, people identify with their positions in the community, as well as 
their associations with the community, and by relating to different families 
people are creating common points of reference. People do not hide their family 
links, especially if they belong to well-known families that have been part of 
establishing well-known firms in the region. To conclude, the family plays an 
important role for understanding the values that prevail in Gnosjö. 

A broad definition of the concept of family is a group of people welded 
together by marriage, kinship, and relationships. Karlsson Strider (2000:25) 
agrees with Trost (1993) who makes a separation between family and kinship. 
The latter includes all those belonging to the family, both dead and those not 
yet born. The concept of relatives is broader as it includes a bigger group of 
people of the same lineage where the focus is mainly on the collective (Karlsson, 
2000:25).  

The nuclear family is important in Gnosjö, but the extended family also has 
a role to play in understanding the Spirit of Gnosjö. Since many people are 
related to one another, this influences the social networks. The networks 
become tight and closely-knit due to the dominating role that both core and 
extended family groups have. One's family is a living history, and people are 
trustworthy by virtue of their family groups and know each other through the 
families they belong to.  

Family Aspects in Business 
Johannisson and Forslund (1998) write that the family constitutes an obvious 
point of reference for ideas and action in the medium-sized family firm.  They 
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elaborate on the ideology2 of paternalism and write that in a community 
dominated by men, the family owned firm, naturally, becomes paternalistic. 
The ideology of paternalism emphasizes the values that the family represents. In 
a paternalistic community the focal actor is the head of the family, while the 
other family members are the secondary actors. Preserving traditions is 
considered important and the spatial order is local.   

Internal relationships within firms where the paternalistic values are 
dominant, are characterised as ties of kinship, according to Johannisson and 
Forslund (1998). They also argue that loyalty is an important aspect in business 
relationships. Many of the employees in Gnosjö are loyal towards their 
employers and even if it is possible to change jobs, a great number decide not 
to. There is mutual trust between the employers and the employees and words 
such as humane and likeable are used when talking about business life. Business 
relationships in general are intimate, which is natural since many owner-
managers start their firm as a spin-off firm from another regional firm. Thereby, 
most firms have their suppliers in the region. The “traditional” Gnosjö 
company is described as one where the owner-manager shows care and concern 
for employees and where the family plays an important role. People know each 
other and care about their community. Survival of the firms is equated with 
survival of the community. Generally speaking, as the focal actor is the head of 
the family, the visible role models in the community are men. The gender-roles 
are often predetermined.  

Gnosjö as a Patriarchal Community 
Pettersson (2002) argues that while the men represent business life in Gnosjö, 
the women represent family life. She argues that, according to the discourse on 
Gnosjö, business life is central in the community while family life is peripheral. 
Even if many firms in Gnosjö are defined as family firms, in reality only men 
represent them. This implies that since the men in the community represent the 
business, they also hold the dominant position in the community while the 
women, who represent the family, are more peripheral. The family members 
adapt to different roles, which are predetermined. The industry is production 
oriented and, the prospect of having a career in the community is said to be 
better for men than women. A consequence is that many women take a strong 
responsibility for the household, for the home, and for the children. Thereby, 
the norm is to be married, have children, and live in a nuclear family.  

Many activities in Gnosjö circulate around the family. The character Catrine 
in the theater play illustrates this. She lived alone and she never married, which 
was considered strange by many. The role of the woman is in the family, which 
is illustrated in the story about the man being on paternity leave. It is not taken 
for granted that a father should stay at home with his children. Most 
                                                 
2 They define ideology as: “a solid way to perceive and value life which, accompanied by 
emotional engagement leads to patterns of behaviour that are constant” (1998:14).  
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inhabitants feel that this is a task for the mother. Lindgren (1996) discusses 
prevailing gender order, according to which men have three different rights: (1) 
the right to devote time to and give priority to work, (2) the right to receive 
dependence and obedience from people who are weaker than themselves, and 
(3) the right to separate between the private and the public sphere of life.  

According to the stories in previous chapters, women in Gnosjö are expected 
to give priority to the household. This is illustrated in the story where the 
female CEO is offered home help as a benefit attached to her salary, an offer 
few men would have received. It is well known that owner-managers, but also 
men with other positions, devote a great amount of their time to work. This is 
socially accepted and nobody questions it. Not questioning that so much time 
is dedicated to work implies that the gender order is not questioned either.  

Words such as hag and crone were used when men talked about their wives. 
This reasoning illustrates a community where people are socialized into 
different gender-roles, which they adapt to and preserve for future generations. 
The different roles in the family are traditional, the father is the head of the 
family and the mother is responsible for daily housekeeping, further 
strengthening the patriarchal ideal. The father is the head in the family and in 
the firm, and the sons are expected to step into their fathers’ shoes one day and 
take over the firm. There seems to be a given structure where the men hold the 
dominant positions.  

By talking about their wives as responsible for the household and for the 
children, men separate between their business and private life, in line with 
traditional norms for business ownership (Ahl, 2002). Another context where 
this is emphasized is when owner-managers and other men talk about life 
outside Gnosjö versus life in Gnosjö. While life on the west coast is equated 
with the private sphere of life, life in Gnosjö is equated with business. I did not 
hear any woman who expressed herself in such a way.  

Pettersson (2002) discusses how the discourse on Gnosjö takes the core 
family for granted. This is for example obvious when regional actors try to 
recruit people from outside the region. She writes that the region does not try 
to attract single females, since actors in the region explicitly say that they want 
to attract men, preferably engineers, and their accompanying wives. Young 
women tend to leave the region, which stories in this study confirm.  

Summing Up  
The family as a point of reference has been strengthened over time when 
different family networks have been intertwined through marriage and kinship. 
As expressed in chapter eight, regardless of the social context, there are most 
likely members of the same family present. Therefore, one often behaves 
according to the norms to avoid hurting anyone. Those who are part of the 
same family share a common base, the family name. It becomes important not 
to drag the rest of the family into the dirt, and this maintains a proper way to 
behave.  



Jönköping International Business School 

 212

A disadvantage of strong family networks is that people who do not belong to 
families are easily excluded. It is easier for outsiders who marries a person from 
the community to feel a sense of belonging than for a person who does not have 
any relationships to the community at all. Furthermore, the family is part of 
constructing certain values that prevail, such as the role of the women in the 
community.  

The prevailing family values strengthen the patriarchal society. According to 
the stories in the previous chapters, either the young women in the community 
adapt to prevailing norms and values, or they leave the community.  

Historical Values 
According to many, there is a historical explanation for the Spirit of Gnosjö. 
Both the industrial museums and the theater play have a historical focus, thus 
they reinforce and uphold stories from the past. The industrial museums 
represent the men’s era, i.e. the visitors are brought to a time period when men 
dominated the industries and the focus is on male inventiveness and ingenuity 
while the women’s role in history is overlooked (Pettersson, 2002). While the 
men worked with wiredrawing, far away from the farmyard, the women took 
care of the household and the farming, which implies that the women and the 
children had an important role to fulfil in past times.  

It is worth reflecting on the images the community choses to preserve 
through the industrial museums since there is a gap between how firms worked 
in the past compared to how they work today. The machine assemblies look 
different today, and there might be a risk that people are so concerned about 
preserving history that present-day Gnosjö and its factories might be 
overlooked. The common perception of Gnosjö does not reflect how factories 
actually look today, and such images are only familiar to those who work in the 
factories and not to those who live outside the community. According to 
Pettersson (2002), the discourse on Gnosjö depicts the past as a success story, 
i.e. as a homogenous and harmonious community without conflicts and 
problems.  

The stories created about the past are important for Gnosjö and the Spirit of 
Gnosjö. Through visits at the local industrial museums the young people in 
Gnosjö learn about the past of their home region. Young people are socialized 
into a way of thinking, and the production-oriented industry represents the 
working life. The young people get socialized into working life by extra jobs, 
summer vacations, etc. Many are offered positions in firms when finishing 
school. Even though people do move away from the community to study, many 
have few career opportunities in the community, this is especially true for 
young women. Gnosjö tries to find ways to prevent people from leaving the 
community, since people who are familiar with the region, its industries, and 
daily life are needed there. Since the representation of working life is to have a 
position in a factory, it is hard and not considered important to have other 
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businesses, such as different types of service firms, in Gnosjö. They are not 
considered “real” companies. This might be a future threat, since they are, 
probably, needed to guarantee a flourishing business life.  

Many people talk about the community as if there is an intangible and 
invisible spirit, the Spirit of Gnosjö, which influences the daily life of the 
community. Listening to how people talk, the Spirit becomes almost 
objectified, as if it could act by itself. The Spirit is referred to as something 
imaginary and beyond human influence. This goes for both religious and non-
religious people. The main difference is that religious people give expression to 
God and talk about the Spirit as constructed by God, while others refer to it as 
culture embedded in history and something that is impossible to grasp. People 
expressed a conviction that if they do something for the benefit of the 
community, the community will do things for them, and they will become part 
of the Spirit. Contributing to the community characterises the Spirit of Gnosjö. 
Engaging in politics is accepted as long as one focuses on factual matters, i.e. 
activities that facilitate the industry in the community, such as improving 
infrastructure. Furthermore, one is supposed to support each other within the 
community. This is the case both for activities that are related to business and 
for those that are not. The aim is to act in the interest of the community and 
for the good of Gnosjö.  

When people talk about managers of externally owned firms, they argue that 
these individuals do not engage in the local community as much as they could 
since most of them commute to the region and often move on to other 
positions within a couple of years. Outsiders do not take on the same role as 
those who have grown up in the community. Their lack of presence implies 
that they are considered to be less loyal towards the community and the 
activities that take place there.  

Common points of reference and the value of trust and trustworthiness are 
used by people who originate from the region to exclude others. The shared 
history is used as an argument for not including people. It might be a family 
history one shares or it might be that one originates from the community, but 
by constructing social arenas certain groups are excluded. The agendas of these 
social arenas, for example the breakfast meetings of the local trade association, 
set the issues discussed.  

People I met expressed pride in being part of the community and a fear that 
someone, or something, will damage the Spirit. People mentioned journalists, 
for example, and said that it is common that journalists visit the community 
and thereafter write an article about the drawbacks of the Spirit instead of 
emphasizing the positive aspects. A number of people expressed that they were 
afraid that I would do the same, and they encouraged me to not “search” for the 
drawbacks and thus overlook all the positive aspects. In different ways people 
guarded the reputation of the Spirit. The theater plays are one example of how 
the people in the community honored the Spirit.  
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Summing Up 
Not knowing the history of the community and the stories from the past 
implies that one can easily feel excluded from the spirit of community. People 
who have lived in the community for generations are familiar with most of the 
stories and some of the stories are used as points of reference. The informal 
ways of behaving in Gnosjö is a result of years of socializing. It is not easy to 
learn a culture, without sharing the past, the stories told and the points of 
reference. Through different stories and points of reference people have learned 
how to behave. It is easier to adapt for a person who gets married to a person 
who originates from the community since this person becomes included in a 
family. People who had moved into Gnosjö from outside expressed that they 
mainly socialized with others who also had moved into Gnosjö, implying that 
new networks are constructed, which are not necessarily anchored in those that 
are historically rooted. As the newcomers are not part of local networks, they 
are not always considered trustworthy, since they are unknown to the natives. 
The networks the newcomers construct exist parallel to the others. The great 
amount of immigrants who live and work in the community have their own 
social networks, consisting of people from their native country.  

A consequence of this exclusion is that certain issues are only discussed in 
certain contexts since people do not consider everybody trustworthy. This 
implies that different cultures develop. In some cases people belong to different 
interrelated and overlapping cultures, which facilitate the spread of information 
and opinions. In those cases when there are no people to bridge these different 
constellations, a lack of conformity arises.  

While history does play an important role and creates a spirit of community 
between a number of the inhabitants, it also confines people. By referring back 
to past times, one easily overlooks those aspects that might be of importance for 
the future. However, even if the community members refer to the history and 
try to preserve the history, a lot has happened in the community during the last 
decades. These changes construct inconsistencies, i.e. people talk in one way, by 
relying on stories, norms, and values from past times while they might behave 
in a different way. 

The Value Sources and Everyday Life 
Having knowledge about the different value sources and which role they play in 
everyday life in the community means that a person share the everyday 
knowledge that is prevailing in the community. Berger and Luckmann 
(1966:33) write: “The world of everyday life is not only taken for granted as 
reality by the ordinary members of society in the subjectively meaningful 
conduct of their lives. It is a world that originates in their thoughts and actions, 
and is maintained as real by these.” They add: “The reality of everyday life is 
taken for granted as reality” (p. 37). Those who share the same points of 
reference have an advantage over those who do not. However, it is important to 
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understand that the newcomers in the community relate to the value sources as 
well, if they confirm their role or deny it, since also those processes are part of 
constructing cultures.  

The everyday knowledge a person share, influences whether or not a person 
is included in a certain context. People who are not familiar with the norms and 
values in the community might find it difficult to have fellow feeling with the 
community. They do not share the same experiences and they can, thereby, not 
relate to them as the locals do. However, it is important to remember that while 
life in the community continues as before for some people, new groups of 
people move to Gnosjö and they learn to relate to the Spirit of Gnosjö in their 
own individual ways, which influences the community. Gnosjö is a changing 
community and it does not consist of just one culture, but rather many 
cultures.   

With the previous chapters as a base, a number of values have been 
identified. The previous chapters illustrate that people might hold on to 
different norms and values depending on the context they participate in. To 
elaborate on this inconsistency a number of value pairs are explored below. In 
each value pair espoused values are contrasted with inferred values. The value 
pairs clarify inconsistencies in the community, and how people might hold on 
to different contradicting values and opinions simultaneously.  

Espoused and Inferred Values in Gnosjö 
This part of the chapter focuses on the norms and values that are prominent in 
Gnosjö. To illustrate how different meanings construct the Spirit and how 
inconsistencies emerge, I present a number of value pairs. Even if I do not 
belive that it is possible to classify values into clear-cut dichotomies, I do this 
for the analytical reason to contrast the values that are expressed.  

Both espoused and inferred values are identified and analyzed. The inferred 
values are more difficult to understand since they are “inferred deductively from 
what people do and how they interpret their surroundings” (Martin, 2002:90). 
They reflect a deeper level of interpretation (Martin, 2002) and are often 
connected to people’s underlying assumptions, or what Schein (1985) discusses 
as “basic underlying assumptions”. According to Schein (1985:18) such 
assumptions are “nonconfrontable and nondebatable.” People who are 
socialized into daily life in the community relate, for example, to the value 
sources and to the norms and values that originate from them. The value 
sources have influenced and continue to influence the basic assumptions people 
in the community hold on to and they are the basis for actions as well as for 
conflicts. Referring to Schein’s (1985) “basic assumptions”, Martin (2002) 
writes: “The depth of a researcher’s analysis of interpretations of manifestations 
can (and I argue should) approach the depth of understanding that Schein 
terms ‘basic assumptions’” (p.91). Schein (1985) writes that when the 
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researcher understands those assumptions it is possible to “really understand 
what is going on and why” (p. 21).   

It is not possible to derive espoused and inferred values from certain groups 
of people or to certain positions. This is to say that each person may give 
expression to espoused values as well as to inferred values. Depending on the 
context people participate in they give expression to either more espoused or 
more inferred values of the Spirit. 

A focus on the espoused values alone would give an overly simplified and 
one-sided account of the Spirit. Therefore, this chapter focuses on both the 
espoused and the inferred values that have been prominent in the previous 
chapters. Focusing on espoused and inferred values of the Spirit makes it 
possible to create understanding about the inconsistencies of the Spirit of 
Gnosjö and furthermore, the ambiguous process of how different meanings 
construct the Spirit of Gnosjö. It should be mentioned that the espoused and 
inferred values do not originate from specific chapters and arenas. 

Inclusion and Exclusion 
The grand narrative of Gnosjö emphasizes Gnosjö as a networking community 
where the inhabitants help and support each other. Through family networks, 
religious networks, and business related networks, people get in contact with 
each other. Many families in Gnosjö have lived in the community for 
generations and have common points of reference. People are relatives, 
members of the same congregation, fellow-workers, friends, or acquaintances. A 
number of relationships are intertwined through marriage and kinship. They 
are all included in the networks. Yet, there are also people who have moved to 
the community and who do not share the same historical background as those 
who originate from the community. For those people daily life in Gnosjö looks 
different, as they are excluded from many of the networks.  

Stories have illustrated how people, because of their background, feel 
excluded from the social life in the community. People in Gnosjö are loyal 
towards those they know but not necessarily towards others. The character 
Hannelore in the theater play illustrates how difficult it might be to move to 
Gnosjö. People who had moved to the community told me that it was difficult 
to become accepted by the networks in the region. When they decided not to 
join a congregation it was even harder. People originating from the region, but 
who did not belong to a certain congregation, expressed the same feeling. By 
belonging to a congregation the people get socialized into networks, through 
which they could learn about the norms and values that prevail in the 
community. Marrying into a local family is yet another way through which one 
can learn about the local community.    

In a small business community like Gnosjö, it has traditionally been easy to 
tell who is reliable and who is not. To be part of the social networks, one has to 
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be considered trustworthy. People in Gnosjö know that this is part of the game 
and they know that they take a risk if they do not act in a trustworthy manner.  

While the Spirit is about dense social networks and trustworthiness, it is also 
about control. Everybody knows everybody and if something happens, 
information about the event is quickly spread through the networks. If a person 
acts in an incorrect way, he or she is excluded from the networks. Locals keep 
an eye on newcomers who arrive in the community, and if they should 
misbehave they are excluded. The same goes for those who originate from the 
community. Event though the social control is strong and misbehaving implies 
consequences such as exclusion from certain contexts, a person who is well-
known and originates from the community is more easily forgiven than a 
person from the outside, who does not have his or her history in the 
community. One’s history and past performance function as a stabilizer of 
continued relationships.  

While the espoused value of inclusion depicts Gnosjö as a community where 
networking is a widely spread phenomenon, the inferred value illustrates a 
community where one carefully chooses who to include. Being familiar with the 
everyday knowledge of the community and knowing the norms and values that 
are central in the community is important for feeling part of the community. 
Daily life looks different for a person who is not religious, who is not married 
into a local family, and who is not familiar with the history of the region. Being 
familiar with the three value sources is important. However, newcomers do 
move into the community and new cultures are constructed.   

Integration and Segregation 
A value pair that is related to inclusion and exclusion is integration and 
segregation. Some owner-managers in Gnosjö argue that they do not want to 
employ immigrants due to a presumed lack of language skills or the assumption 
that the immigrants possess an attitude that would obstruct the spirit of 
community within the firm. Others do employ immigrants, but they are not 
helping them to feel and become part of the organization, and get socialized 
into the community. This is an expression for the inferred value of segregation, 
which represents an opposite to the espoused value of integration. The value of 
segregation was prominent in other contexts as well. Generally speaking, 
Swedes and immigrants live separate lives in the community. They live in 
different neighborhoods and they do not socialize with each other. The only 
time Swedes and immigrants meet is at the workplace and there they mainly 
socialize with other countrymen. It is also obvious that Swedes tend to help 
other Swedes. Immigrants are, for many, unfortunately, considered a resource 
needed in the factories and nothing more.  

By analyzing the value sources, it is possible to understand why owner-
managers act in an inconsistent way and why they might feel that those 
employees of foreign origin avoid socializing with Swedes. Immigrants who 
move to Gnosjö are not familiar with the norms and values in this region. 
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Many belong to a different religion, and they are not familiar with 
Protestantism, which means that it might be hard for them to understand the 
norms and values that prevail in the community. Some of them are lacking 
knowledge about the Swedish language. Moreover, the majority do not have 
ancestry originating from the region and they are therefore not included within 
the networks in the community. This is illustrated in the story about an 
immigrant who wanted to buy a house, but found it difficult since he did not 
have access to the housing market in the community. Another story illustrated 
that being of foreign origin might imply that one is excluded from job 
interviews. Finally, immigrants who move to the community are not familiar 
with the historical background of the region and it might thereby be harder for 
them to feel connected with the community. This will probably change with 
their children who, through school, will learn about the history of the region. 
Some owner-managers said that their employees of foreign origin did not want 
to join to see the play by the local theatre association. This was probably natural 
since they did not know the stories that the play refers to, which might have 
made them feel even more excluded from the community. To summarize, the 
value of segregation is expressed unthinkingly, or out of ignorance about the 
everyday knowledge the immigrants actually lack about Gnosjö and the Spirit 
of Gnosjö. The locals take it for granted that the immigrants have, or could 
learn, the same perspective as they have. A result is that the immigrants in the 
community establish their own networks, which implies that segregation 
becomes a fact.  

In the Interest of the Region and of Self Interest 
Stories illustrate how owner-managers act in the interest of the community and 
how they take an active responsibility for their employees and the community. 
Both the story about the local post office in Hillerstorp and the story about the 
local inn Haga illustrate this, as well as expressed responsibility for employees.  

The story about the local industrial group Gnosjö-Börsen is a third story 
that illustrates the same phenomenon. Owner-managers argue that founding 
Gnosjö-Börsen was an attempt to keep ownership within the region. Since the 
former CEOs often stayed on in the acquired firms, the firms did not 
experience any major changes. Selling to Gnosjö-Börsen was a good alternative, 
where the owners of the firms did not have to fail the community or their 
employees. However, a number of the persons who started Gnosjö-Börsen 
decided to sell their shares when they had found buyers outside the region. 
Suddenly, they no longer acted in the interest of the region but in their own.   

Conflicting values are also visible when taking a closer look at house 
building projects for example. Sometimes owner-managers build houses that 
their employees can rent. A strong argument is that they do it for the 
community, but at the same time this arrangement puts the employee in a state 
of dependence. Housing is closely connected to employment. In one aspect a 
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mutual dependence is created between the employer and the employee, but it is 
not difficult to realise who actually holds the dominant position. The employer 
ties the employee to the organization, which makes it difficult for the employee 
to change jobs. House projects that are not connected to an employment are 
different since they do not put the employee in the same position of 
dependence. This value pair illustrates that owner-managers adapt to different 
roles and that there are vague boundaries between these roles. At the same time 
as an owner-manager acts in the interest of his or her firm he or she also 
shoulders the responsibility of the community and takes on the role of a 
community member. Additionally, in a small community like Gnosjö the firms 
and the community are dependent on each other. To manage to attract people 
to move to Gnosjö for work there need to be houses on the market, for 
example.  

Cooperation and Competition 
The espoused value of in the interest of the region and the inferred value of self 
interest poses the question as to whether business life in Gnosjö implies a high 
degree of cooperation or whether there is a keen competition between the local 
actors. Historically, people helped and supported each other and even today a 
great majority of the people stress that they consider cooperation to be a 
characteristic of the Spirit. Since the great majority of the firms in Gnosjö are 
small and medium sized, cooperation is a must, they said. Through 
cooperation, the small and medium sized local firms become strong and 
competitive. They also stress that the social networks make it possible for 
information and resources to flow in-between different actors. One knows who 
knows when one needs to know, as one owner-manager expressed it. However, 
the great majority of those who cooperate originate from the region and share 
the same background. 

An owner-manager or employed CEO who does not originate from the 
region may find it difficult to become part of the daily cooperation in the 
region with access to its knowledge. This was, for example, expressed in the 
story about the owner-manager who acquired a firm in the region. A great 
number of the owner-managers phoned the newcomer up to welcome him to 
the region. By checking up on him, they also expressed mistrust towards him. 
When they learned about his plans and realized that he was going to continue 
as the former owner had, he was included in the networks. The close 
relationships between owner-managers have developed over time. In many cases 
cooperation exists thanks to former employment, since a great number of the 
firms are founded as spin-off firms.  

According to stories firms do not only cooperate, they compete too. The 
story about the owner-manager who did not sell his machines on the second 
hand market is one example. He considered it unfair if his colleagues could get 
off cheap, while he could not. For him it was important that they competed 
based on certain conditions. The sign “No Admittance Expect on Business” 
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does also announce that some firms in region do consider their colleagues to be 
competitors.  

It is not unusual that people argue that cooperation and competition co-
exist and that this dynamic is one of the ingredients of the Spirit of Gnosjö. 
However, the high degree of cooperation is frequently emphasized as a key 
factor of the success of business life in the community. Stories relate that 
owner-managers find it hard to compete with other owner-managers who are 
members of the same congregation. People are also said to be careful when 
choosing who to cooperate with, which implies that there are certain 
restrictions regarding cooperation in the community.   

On the other hand, the local trade association is an arena for cooperation 
and it publishes the book “Made in Gnosjö”, in which the local firms market 
themselves. The local inn Haga is another project that illustrates how the local 
firms cooperate. The study also shows that the monthly breakfast meetings are 
not open for everybody. As discussed, regarding more sensitive issues one 
carefully chooses who to talk with. Furthermore, one chooses who to help when 
the opportunity arises. In those cases when an owner-manager cannot accept an 
order, he or she directs the customer to another firm in the community, but 
this may not happen when the customer is considered a future customer of the 
firm.  

So, even if Gnosjö is a rather small community with strong networks, not 
everybody does business with everybody. The interplay between cooperation 
and competition is complex and depends on the context. A fellow-colleague 
might either be a competitor, a partner, or both, and the boundaries between 
the different roles are not fixed.   

Equality and Inequality 
A number of stories stressed that Gnosjö is an equal community where 
everybody has the same opportunities. The value of equality is the espoused 
value. Despite this if one takes a closer look at daily life in Gnosjö, differences 
appear, looking at Swedes and immigrants, men and women, locals and 
outsiders, and owner-managers and employees. In a way, the value pair equality 
and inequality is connected to the value pair inclusion and exclusion, since 
those who consider each other equal include each other in a certain social 
context, while others are excluded. However, with the value pair equality and 
inequality I want to emphasize the balances of power that emerge in the stories.  

Many immigrants in Gnosjö are not fluent in the Swedish language, which 
implies that many of them are in a position of dependence. From a general 
point of view it is difficult to get a job in Sweden if one does not speak Swedish. 
In this way, Gnosjö is an exception and most immigrants are happy to have 
work. Yet since they have not mastered the Swedish language, they are not on 
an equal footing with the other employees, and definitely not with the owner-
managers or the management teams. The immigrants’ insufficient language 
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skills make it hard for them to look after their rights, to negotiate their salaries 
and to make a career. None of the immigrants I interviewed or talked with said 
a bad word about their workplaces or their managers.    

Different stories illustrate that men and women do not have equal 
opportunities in the community regarding careers. In the great majority of the 
firms, run by families, the men are engaged in the firm while the women have 
minor roles to fill in the firm. Instead, women spend the majority of their time 
taking care of the daily housekeeping. Many of the men articulated that they 
considered themselves responsible for the firm while their wives were 
responsible for their homes and households.  

What counts in the community is business life, which implies that the 
women become more or less invisible. Even if a great number of wives to 
business owner-mangers have an active role in the firms, they are not visible in 
the community. For example, few women participate at the weekly Rotary 
lunches, it is only recently that a woman is on the board of the local trade 
association, and few women decide to participate in the Network of Young 
Entrepreneurs. The main role of women is clearly to carry out the daily 
housekeeping, according to what is expressed by persons in Gnosjö, both young 
and old.  

Regarding locals and outsiders, the inferred value of exclusion, discussed 
above, tells that there is a special treatment of people who originate from the 
community, compared to people who come from the outside. The social 
networks count, they function as a filter and help to smooth things over. An 
outsider, who has not established trust in the community, is not in the same 
position as a person who originates from the community.  

A native of Gnosjö, already embedded in social networks due to shared 
history, has an advantage over an outsider with regards to a career. People 
belonging to the same social networks have common points of reference. They 
know each other and have developed a certain degree of mutual trust. This was 
clear from the story about the young man who returned back to the region after 
having finished his university degree.  

Stories stress that owner-managers consider their employees to be equals and 
that they shoulder a social commitment towards their employees. Many 
employees expressed that they consider the organizational structures to be flat 
and non-hierarchical. One explanation with a historical basis is that a great 
number of the owner-managers have at one time been employed and worked on 
the shop floor. Even though many talk about Gnosjö as non-hierarchical, 
information and knowledge are spread through the social networks, which are 
dominated by managers, and if a person acts as a troublemaker, in a provocative 
way, and questions the authority, it is most likely that this person will be 
classified as a trouble-maker. Such a person would probably have difficulties in 
finding a new position within another firm in the community. Generally 
speaking, the central norm in the region regarding work is that one is supposed 
to be hardworking and most people hold work in high esteem. This became 
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obvious in the stories regarding unemployment presented in chapter five. 
People who are unemployed are not socially accepted. People who are capable 
of working are supposed to do so. Stories also illustrate that employees working 
on the shop floor do not share coffee rooms with those working with 
administration, which also contradicts the value of flat and non-hierarchical 
organizations and the value of equality.  

This value pair exemplifies the inconsistency of the Spirit of Gnosjö. 
Because of changes in the community, such as the size of the firms and the 
ownership structures, the business structure has changed. Although people act 
according to these changes, they still talk about life in the community as in past 
times, which creates inconsistencies. 

Another context where the espoused value of equality comes out strongly 
was when the local trade association encouraged their members not to accept 
the annual prize offered by Företagarna. The owner-managers took great care 
not to single out special actors. The inward sense of the espoused value is that 
everybody is needed, both small and big firms. The Spirit of Gnosjö is the result 
of the joint responsibility that people feel for Gnosjö and most people 
emphasize the aspect of cooperation.  

Everybody is Equal but Some are More Equal than Others  
Stories illustrate the inferred values that Swedes, obviously, are superior to 
immigrants, owner-managers to employees, men to women, and those who 
originate from the community to those who do not have their history in the 
community. Moreover, not all local actors are invited to participate. This 
became clear when a local owner-manager argued that not every Tom, Dick 
and Harry is invited to the local breakfast meetings in Hillerstorp.  

A prominent value is that one is not supposed to show off. This means that 
one should not be conspicuous about wealth and achievements, and thereby be 
superior to anybody else. People avoid bragging about their material wealth and 
do not boast their status out of respect for their neighbors. Externally, most 
houses in the region look more or less the same and there are not many fancy 
cars, but inside some of the houses are said to be luxuriously furnished, which is 
in accordance with the ones I have visited.  

This issue also became evident in the theater play when Stefan was buying 
art. It did not matter which art it was, as long as it was by a famous artist and 
expensive. Listening to people in the community when they talked about 
certain status symbols, e.g. watches, motorcycles, clothes brands, etc., it was 
obvious that those who are familiar with the different brands know the price as 
well, while others just see a Rolex as being an ordinary watch.   

There are certain rules for how to behave in Gnosjö while there are other 
rules when one is outside the community. Showing off in Gnosjö would make 
it difficult to talk about Gnosjö as a community where all are equal. The story 
about celebrating Midsummer at Gullbranna tells that people from the region 
might have special summer cars. These cars are mainly used on the West coast 
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and not in Gnosjö. While life in Gnosjö is dedicated to work and business and 
to the public sphere of life, life outside the community of Gnosjö is dedicated 
to the private sphere of life. A life that, for many, is different from daily life in 
the community. Trustworthiness is contextually bounded, which implies that 
contradictions and inconsistencies prevail. Norms and values that prevail in the 
community are not valid outside the community. Few inhabitants from the 
community know about the things that take place outside the community. 
Living a life in the lap of luxury within the community would have influenced 
the way people in the community would perceive these persons. By spending 
money on more extravagant activities outside the community, people distance 
themselves from the ordinary life within the community.  

Through this way of acting people preserve Gnosjö as a community where 
the attitudes and ideas from before have got a footing, which makes the 
community resistant to changes. There are not supposed to be any differences 
between owner-managers and employees in the community, even though, 
according to the stories, there are. A number of people talk about Gnosjö as a 
community with different social classes, where the owner-managers and their 
families belong to an upper middle class. One young girl expressed that there 
could be financial reasons which prevented socializing with sons and daughters 
of owner-managers, and she felt that she rarely had the opportunity to 
participate because of money. Another woman expressed that she had never 
socialized with children of owner-managers when she was growing up.   

Tolerance and Intolerance Towards the Unknown 
One of the articles presented in chapter one underlines that the traditional 
pictures of the Gnosjö firm and the Gnosjö entrepreneur are not representative 
of the community any longer. The article stresses that factories in the 
community are high-tech. Furthermore, competence development and product 
development are topics that are frequently discussed. This view was supported 
by a great number of the people I met in Gnosjö. In different ways people 
expressed a tolerance towards the unknown and articulated an interest for the 
technological development and the need and demand for formal expertise. 
When taking a closer look at the inferred values the picture changes.  

The great majority of the owner-managers expressed that they considered 
higher education a necessity. However, they also expressed that they have 
always managed before and they probably will manage in the future too, even if 
they do not employ people with higher education, such as in engineering. 
Furthermore, few owner-managers valued higher education, which is mirrored 
in the salaries. When discussing the role of information technology, the tone 
was similar. Although people argued that they considered themselves to be well-
developed and modern, many expressed that information technology was 
something “firms in Stockholm” could work with. Electronic commerce was 
equated with consumer goods and not with business-to-business activities. 
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There is a strong idea that a company is a manufacturing company. The main 
reason is probably that the great majority of the companies in the region are 
manufacturing companies. Companies with other core businesses are looked 
upon with scepticism by many, one example is that of the theme park High 
Chaparral. According to many, High Chaparral is not a true firm. These values 
are inferred and are not in accordance with the espoused value that one is 
tolerant towards the unknown.  

Summing Up 
The value pairs illustrates that different norms and values work together. There 
is a need to take both the espoused and the inferred values into account since 
there might be “an inconsistency between what group members say is the group 
norm and how people actually behave” (Feldman, 1984:50). This type of 
inconsistency might imply conflict between different values (Feldman, 1984). 
The norms are important, since they maintain the cohesion of the group and 
the norms clarify what it is that “is distinctive about the group and central to its 
identity” (Feldman, 1984:48). Depending on each person’s individual history 
and on the social context he or she participates in, different norms and values 
might prevail. By identifying not only espoused values but inferred values too, 
the dynamic of cultures is grasped. 

From the value sources it can be learned that those people who belong to a 
congregation, or are familiar with the prevailing norms and values in the church 
context, they might find it easier to adapt to values such as nobody is superior 
to anybody else, and you should not be conspicuous about wealth and 
achievements. Moreover, those people who have lived their entire life in the 
community might not reflect upon the predetermined gender-roles in the 
community, and for them it might be natural that the women shoulder the 
responsibility for the home, while it might be harder to understand for those 
who move to the community. Finally, with one’s historical roots in the 
community, having experienced the development of the community and its 
success, it might be hard to understand the need for educated personnel, and 
new industries. Relying on the past implies a possible intolerance towards the 
unknown.   

A Boundless Phenomenon 
Cultures are constructed around and about different issues in social contexts. 
Since people move between different social contexts they are also part of 
constructing different cultures. These cultures are interrelated and overlapping 
in different ways and thereby they are reinforcing each other through the 
individuals who move between cultures. The individual is participating in and 
creating different social networks and it is thereby possible to see these as 
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cultures, where different issues are brought up and elaborated. I would therefore 
argue for a cultural perspective implying cultures-as-networks.  

Networking and cultures are part of each other and construct each other. 
Hannerz (1992b:40), also quoted in Garsten (1994:45), says that culture as a 
collective phenomenon could be understood as “to belong primarily to social 
relationships and their networks and without logical necessity to particular 
territories.” The social relationships we are surrounded by influence our world 
and our reality, thus it is through social networking that we begin to learn and 
make sense of the surrounding world (Hannerz, 1983). A network is an 
aggregated phenomenon of activities carried out by individuals who construct 
cultures. The way these networks, cultures, overlap, and interplay is part of the 
construction process. Networks and cultures cannot be constructed in the 
absence of individuals who carry out activities, who relate to different social 
worlds and who hold different norms and values either as central or peripheral. 
Therefore, it is important to understand the daily life of individuals and the 
networking activities carried out by them.  

The Spirit of Gnosjö consists of norms and values, which not necessarily are 
shared by everybody. The concept of degree of sharedness illustrates that it is 
misleading to only emphasize those aspects of a culture that are jointly shared 
and to search for those, since this implies that dynamics of cultures easily are 
overlooked and missed. Also those aspects that are not jointly shared are part of 
constructing cultures. Moreover, when studying a culture in depth 
inconsistencies and ambiguities emerge. The discussion in this chapter has 
illustrated that the Spirit of Gnosjö is an ambiguous phenomenon full of 
contradictions. When a study looks for meanings that are not, necessarily, 
shared, and agendas that might not be expressed, ambiguities become evident. 
To understand the Spirit of Gnosjö it is a necessity to take these ambiguous 
processes into account. 

With this dissertation, I argue that one method for understanding cultures 
as fragmented is to identify and analyse value sources, and both espoused and 
inferred values. Through the value sources it is possible to understand why 
people ascribe certain meanings to the Spirit of Gnosjö. However, it is also 
important to understand norms and values, and not only the espoused values 
but the inferred as well. People tend to hold on to both espoused and inferred 
values, which means that contradictions prevail in most cultures. Also those 
people who are representing the everyday knowledge of a culture may hold on 
to values that are in conflict with the espoused values.  

Below, critical concerns for the future in Gnosjö are stressed. These critical 
concerns originate from the discussions above about the three value sources and 
the espoused and inferred values in Gnosjö.  
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Concerns for the Future 
Below, three concerns for the future are discussed: integration, the role of 
women in the community, and external ownership.  

Integration and Immigration  
When people in Gnosjö of foreign origin were asked about the Spirit of Gnosjö, 
the majority answered that they had never heard about the concept. For them, 
Gnosjö represented a geographical place where it is possible to get an 
employment. The name Gnosjö and the phenomenon of the Spirit of Gnosjö 
did not represent anything else for them, but a job opportunity.  

Many immigrants are hardworking and express gratitude in having their 
jobs, most of them had lived in other areas of Sweden before where they had 
been unemployed. Those that I came in contact with were aware that the 
Gnosjö region is special, quite simply because they were able to get a job. They 
were therefore socialized into the community and the society, or, at least into 
the labor market, which would not be the case in other areas of Sweden. They 
adapted to the value of being hard working and diligent, even though the 
phrase the Spirit of Gnosjö did not represent anything special for them.  

An important issue is how to integrate the immigrants into the community. 
The word integration is often interpreted as a process in which the odd and 
different are supposed to be transformed to become part of the whole perceived 
as normal in this specific setting. Integration in Gnosjö is related to immigrants 
and their incorporation into the society. Managers who employ immigrants aim 
to integrate them into their organizations by providing them with incentives to 
learn the Swedish language since communicating in Swedish is an important 
step. Through the language, the process of communication and integrating into 
everyday life of the organization and the society becomes easier. The Gnosjö 
region is unique in its high density of manufacturing industries, which makes it 
possible for immigrants to get a job. Moreover, they can learn almost everything 
they need to know to perform their jobs without having to learn the language. 
Knowledge about the job can be obtained on the production floor since simple 
skills are often the only requirements.  

Language is not the only barrier that needs to be overcome. There is also the 
everyday knowledge, which the immigrants need to learn. Since about one 
fourth of the inhabitants in the municipality of Gnosjö are immigrants one is 
not alone as an immigrant, and thereby not that different. Coming from 
another country to a place where many of your countrymen already live makes 
it easier to adapt. You have many who are like you with similar life stories. 
Naturally, you share similar backgrounds and perhaps the same history. 
Immigrants in this case interact with each other and get together easily. The 
result is that groups of people sharing the same story are created. Instead of 
integrating the newcomers into organizations and the community, both 
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organizations and the community face the prospect of increased segregation, 
branching into a variety of cultures composed of people who are almost alike.  

A way to avoid this within organizations is to try to actively work with teams 
of people from different countries, cultures and backgrounds. This does not 
mean that it would not be possible to identify different cultures, but they would 
be like a kaleidoscope, changing form from time to time and day to day. They 
will interrelate and overlap but it is not possible to predict how many new 
cultures will be created based on nationality.   

This means that the focus on should not only be on people with foreign 
backgrounds. Instead, the focus should be on age, gender, work position, etc. 
All these groups can be representatives of diversity as a concept. As Daun 
(1999) says the collective defining what is normal has to be respected by those 
who want to be part of it. This means that there has to be a shared 
understanding, and a shared respect among those sharing a workplace and are 
part of the same organization as well as the issues related to the way the 
organization is led and organized. Integration means to bring different parts 
together to form a whole. This means that when something is added to another 
there is a new unit. Take, for example, the unit of an organization, which will 
not be the same when new members have been integrated into it.  The entirety 
is dynamic and changes over time and each individual contributes with his or 
her unique competence, experience, and history.  

Organizations, working with integration as a method to include new ways of 
thinking, creativity and entrepreneurship, will probably be competitive in the 
future. A prerequisite for such integration is the inclusion of those who think 
and act differently. Streamlining thoughts and ideas has to be avoided and the 
never-ending search for homogeneity dropped in favour of heterogeneity. A 
changing world demands new ways of relating to old phenomena.  

It takes time to change the attitude about how one is supposed to perceive 
and relate towards work in a community like Gnosjö. Since a fourth of the 
inhabitants are immigrants who have moved to the community thanks to the 
opportunity for employment, this group has adopted to the way it is and has 
thus not contributed to any major changes. Through media, relatives, friends 
and acquaintances, they know that it might be difficult for immigrants to get 
employment in Sweden. Gnosjö is an exception. Grateful for their employment 
this is not a group that complains or tries to drive through a change. Instead 
most immigrants are loyal towards their employers. In such a manner, they are 
part of reinforcing the grand narrative. In the way that they are hard working 
and diligent, they do not question the authority.  

The Role of Women in the Community 
A discernible problem is that the coming generations, especially the women, do 
not accept the traditional gender-roles in the community and the lack of career 
opportunities, and they therefore leave the community. Already today, young 
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women leave after senior high school for an academic career. They marry and 
settle down elsewhere and few return. This is a critical issue for the future 
development of the community since a consequence is that the community will 
no longer have a balanced gender distribution, posing a threat for future 
generations. If the community does not manage to attract women it will be 
necessary to attract female “outsiders” to move there, which might be difficult if 
they are not offered career opportunities in the community either. There are 
women who are owner-managers in the community and there are women who 
make careers in the larger firms in the community, but these women need to be 
more visible and serve as role models in the community.  

The manufacturing industry favors men and so does the structure in the 
community, where men shoulder the responsibility of production and women 
the responsibility of reproduction (Pettersson, 2002). Being loyal towards the 
espoused values that the “true” business is a manufacturing business, one 
supports the patriarchy and restrains the development of other businesses in the 
region, such as service firms. Consequences are that it limits the possibilities for 
women to make careers, and, moreover, the development of the community is 
restrained. Without a more developed service industry, business life in the 
community is too one-sided.  To manage to be a strong actor in the future 
there is a need for the community to try to be less vulnerable. If the 
manufacturing industry in the region faces a decline, there needs to be 
alternative branches of industry. Moreover, there is a need to strengthen the 
manufacturing industry with a complementary service industry that facilitates 
for the manufacturing industry in the community.  

The gender-roles are prominent in family businesses as well, where it is 
mainly the sons who shoulder the role as the owner-managers of the firms, 
while the daughters either leave or have a more administrative role in the firm.  

The traditional gender-roles are well established in the community, in the 
public sphere of life as well as in the private sphere of life. This is a concern for 
the future of Gnosjö, since many young women find it hard to adapt to them.  

External Ownership and External Managers  
There is an established attitude in the region that external ownership is not 
good. This attitude might, in the long term, damage the region’s economic 
development. When new actors enter the market and take action, such as 
external investment firms, new understanding is created in the community and 
the native owner-managers make sense of their reality in a new way, which 
influences the development of the region. Knowledge is transferred between the 
firms. Excluding those actors who can contribute with new knowledge, 
financial resources, and new markets will probably deny Gnosjö managers the 
opportunity to gain additional knowledge. It should not be forgotten that 
investment firms most often act in the interest of the Gnosjö company, just as 
native owner-managers do. On the other hand, external ownership could mean 
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that reconstruction efforts within the company group are carried through, 
which might imply negative consequences for the local firm.   

At the same time, it is important that managers and owners of companies 
acquired by outsiders are more present in the region. A mutual effort, on the 
part of managers with positions at externally owned firms and those of family 
owned firms, is needed. External managers need access to knowledge and 
information from the established managers while the local owner-managers are 
in need of new input and information.  

Beth (1999:8) writes: “Through story telling, community members learn 
not only from their own experience but from the experience of others.” The 
stories in Gnosjö fulfil a need since they transform the knowledge needed for 
the development of the region. However, to transfer knowledge between 
different types of firms, for example between investment owned and family 
owned, people belonging to the two groups need to meet. In other words, 
managers of externally owned firms are needed in different social settings where 
mainly owner-managers of family owned firms participate and vice versa. 
Knowledge needs to be shared, and stories need to be told to facilitate the 
future development of the Gnosjö region. Collaboration between different 
types of firms is one way for the region to stay competitive and strengthen its 
competitive edge. 

Within the coming years, a number of firms in Gnosjö are facing a situation 
when the present owner-managers, because of age, cannot continue any longer. 
The next generation is expected to take over. In some cases there are no persons 
who can, or want, to shoulder the role as the owner-manager. In these cases 
employing an external manager might be one solution, with the next generation 
taking the role as active owners. Another solution is of course to put the 
company on the market for sale. The second solution implies that a new owner 
will take over, and it might probably be an external owner, i.e. who does not 
originate from the region. In those cases when there is a family member who 
can and want to take over there might very well be a lack of knowledge. The 
next generation is not socialized into business life to the same degree as the 
previous generations was, which might be a threat. 

Today, local experiences count and by advocating local experiences it is 
possible to preserve local traditions. This attitude might prevent future changes 
since new external influences are easily overlooked in the community, as they 
are not considered contributing to the development of the community. There 
are of course exceptions, e.g. the influence from external owners. In some cases 
locally owned firms are dependent on those firms that are externally owned 
since they, for example, are their suppliers and in these cases the local firms have 
to adapt to the bigger firms. In a number of cases, external ownership has 
resulted in increased resources to the region, both regarding knowledge and 
financial resources. However, few emphasize this as an opportunity for the 
region, instead they just consider external ownership to be a threat to the 
region.  
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A drawback of too stable business relationships is that new knowledge is not 
spread and adopted. While the strong business relationships could be 
considered an advantage, they might also prevent the community from further 
development.  

Upholding and Reinforcing the Grand Narrative 
The grand narrative talks about the success of the community, and growth 
figures and the return on investments speak their own language. Gnosjö is a 
community that in many ways has been very successful. Yet, the grand narrative 
of the Spirit should not be taken for granted as the “truth” about the Spirit. 
This study shows that there are additional stories too, which together make up 
the Spirit of Gnosjö. There is not one clear meaning of the Spirit, but rather 
there is a multiplicity of meanings making up the Spirit. This chapter and the 
previous ones illustrate a number of pictures, which serve to supplement the 
grand narrative. Those contrasting pictures are not more or less true, but 
important for understanding the Spirit of Gnosjö. 

Scratching the surface, it becomes obvious that the Spirit of Gnosjö is about 
so much more than the grand narrative. There are groups in Gnosjö that 
researchers have overlooked for decades, such as the employees, the women, and 
the immigrants involved. To my knowledge, no other study has taken all these 
perspectives into account when giving voice to the Spirit of Gnosjö. Their 
stories illustrate that even if business life is the most central for the great 
majority of the inhabitants, which the grand narrative focuses on, there is a life 
beyond business in Gnosjö as well, and this is a life that has been overlooked. 
Nevertheless, the understanding that has been created about Gnosjö and its 
Spirit in this study contributes to our understanding about business life in 
Gnosjö as well.  

People who are familiar with the Spirit of Gnosjö tend to relate their own 
stories to the grand narrative, either by confirming the grand narrative or by 
disagreeing with its stories and images. There are also people, such as 
immigrants, who are part of constructing the Spirit of Gnosjö, but who are 
unaware of the phenomenon of the Spirit of Gnosjö as a concept. Without 
relating to the Spirit of Gnosjö, they tell stories that complement our 
understanding about what it means. Such stories are important since they 
contribute with additional understanding about the Spirit of Gnosjö. 

My findings might not be in line with what a great number of people 
expected. One reason is that people consider, and want to consider, Gnosjö as 
the supreme example of a good community. People want Gnosjö to serve as a 
model for how a community should be, i.e. a community with good growth 
figures regarding business activities, a low level of unemployment, and a high 
level of integration of the immigrants into the labor market. There are those 
who probably believe that if the Spirit had been possible to copy, it would have 
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been possible to “save” a number of other communities. Instead of merely 
offering a recipe for success, this study illustrates a life beyond the grand 
narrative, which is also important for understanding and further develop the 
Spirit. 

It is not possible to combine my findings into such a recipe, unmasking the 
reasons for the success. One reason is, of course, that it would not be in line 
with the theoretical starting point of this study, where that culture is viewed as a 
root-metaphor. Arguing that the Spirit cannot be packaged implies that it is not 
possible for other communities to copy it. Even today, the religion, the family, 
and the heritage of the region are value sources that reinforce the Spirit.  

Gnosjö is a community that most people have gotten to know as the 
supreme good community, and this dissertation illustrates this characterization 
as well as that Gnosjö also has its drawbacks and has to break new ground. A 
number of challenges have been identified, which the community has to learn 
to relate to in new ways. Preserving the grand narrative and finding new ways to 
work out the challenges emphasized, means that the community can continue 
to be successful. On the other hand, just continuing to emphasize the grand 
narrative and overlooking the inconsistencies and the concerns for the future 
emphasized here would probably damage the community in the long run. 
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Chapter 10  
Contributions to On-Going 

Dialogues 

Before closing this book, I would like to emphasize a few themes that have been 
prominent during this study and which I consider important to take into 
account for future research and for the on-going dialogue within the field of 
business studies.  

Contributions to the Cultural Field 
Three analytical concepts, degree of sharedness, inconsistency, and 
boundlessness, have been applied in this book. Identifying and analysing value 
sources, and norms and values, with a focus on both the espoused and the 
inferred values, is seen as a method for understanding cultures as fragmented. 
By identifying and analysing value sources, it is possible to understand why 
people ascribe certain meanings to the Spirit of Gnosjö. Through norms and 
values it is possible to learn about the different cultures that Gnosjö and its 
Spirit consists of. Different norms and values might prevail in different 
contexts, depending on the arena and the people present. This implies, that the 
social interplay is far more complex than it might appear at first glance. By 
contrasting espoused values with inferred ones, it is possible to learn about the 
inconsistencies that construct the cultures in the community. This is to say that 
not only are consensus and harmony to be interpreted, but also inconsistencies 
and disharmony. The previous chapters also illustrate that culture is a relational 
phenomenon that is best understood as boundless. To create understanding 
about cultures it is important to apply a broad and holistic perspective. This 
reasoning is applicable when individual organizations and firms are studied too, 
and not only when local communities are studied. This issue is discussed 
further below as one of the themes emphasized in this chapter. The other 
themes elaborated on are: culture and identity, choice of methodology, the 
responsibility of researchers, and the use of words.  
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Embeddedness 
In this study a broad perspective has been applied to the Spirit of Gnosjö, in the 
sense that the whole community of Gnosjö has been taken into account, i.e. 
also arenas outside the firm have been focused. There is a tendency in research 
to isolate certain phenomena, such as firms, organizations, or networks, which 
means that such phenomena are taken out of their contexts. Another tendency 
is to focus mainly on formal activities and not on the informal ones.  

Granovetter (1973, 1985) and Uzzi (1996) have argued the need for taking 
contextual settings into account. They have influenced the business network 
debate by illustrating the need for studying and understanding the 
embeddedness of networks. Within the strategy field Melin (1987, 1989) has 
introduced the field-of-force metaphor, which is an approach for analysing and 
creating understanding about complex relationships “in order to develop new 
scientific constructs” (Melin, 1987:39). The metaphor focuses on the social 
action within the whole, dynamic, industrial context of which a firm is a part. 
However, most research on business network, so far, has overlooked social and 
informal networks. This study illustrates the need for understanding social and 
informal networks, which are constructed in arenas outside the firm itself. 
Through applying theories from the cultural field, an understanding has been 
developed about complex relationships in a business community such as 
Gnosjö.  

With this study, I argue that the cultural perspective, emphasizing the 
cultural embeddedness of the focal phenomenon, is a way to create 
understanding about the complexity of networks of firms. There is a need to 
understand how firms and networks are embedded in cultural contexts. As 
illustrated in chapter two, there is little knowledge, for example within the field 
of industrial districts, about the different norms and values that govern in a 
district. Instead, rather simplistic descriptions have been applied when 
researching industrial districts, even if industrial districts is a field of research 
that would be expected to cover aspects beyond individual firms and networks.  

However, it is not only within the field of industrial districts that a more 
holistic perspective is needed. Generally speaking, to create understanding 
about business activities there is a need to understand the social contexts in 
which these are embedded. It is for example important, as this study shows, to 
understand the value sources in cultures and which norms and values that 
prevail. This reasoning is applicable on a community as well as on an 
organizational level.  

Applying more holistic perspectives implies that the boundaries between 
different disciplines might become blurred and floating. A study with a similar 
focus as this one could probably have been carried out within the field of social 
anthropology or within the field of social or economic geography. This means 
that there is probably room for interdisciplinary research, which would imply 
that new understanding could be developed.    
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Culture and Identity 
The second theme to emphasize is that of culture and identity, two concepts 
that are interrelated and worth a discussion. Post-modern life implies the 
absence of cultural stability and homogeneity (Lindgren and Wåhlin, 2002), 
meaning that cultures are best understood as fragmented. To make up for the 
absence of cultural stability and homogeneity, individuals define themselves in 
the various social situations to which they are exposed (Lindgren and Wåhlin, 
2002). When loyalties begin to conflict and when prevailing norms and values 
in different social contexts are not in harmony, individuals face situations where 
they have to make standpoints. Through these processes, their own identity 
develops and becomes reflexive. All individuals carry their previous experiences 
with them and these influence their interaction. People construct their own 
communication and interaction patterns, which means that each individual’s 
learning process becomes unique. Cultures are blurred, interrelated, and 
overlapping and it is the individuals who make them interact, since it is through 
people that cultures become bridged. By merely looking for that which is most 
evident when studying cultures and listening to the strongest voices, researchers 
are often entrapped since they might overlook the complexity that makes social 
contexts and social interaction interesting and fascinating. To learn about 
cultures there is a need to listen to microstories too and not only to the grand 
narrative.  

In a future study it would be interesting to further develop Unruh’s 
(1979:115) concept of social words, which could be compared with the concept 
of culture. Unruh (1979) sees a social world as “a unit of social organization 
which is diffuse and amorphous in character” and these “are not necessarily 
defined by formal boundaries, membership lists, or spatial territory” and 
“hierarchical structure is often not imposed upon participants by formal 
authority” (p. 115). Different social worlds hold different norms and values as 
central and peripheral, and there is an ongoing interplay between them. Since 
people move across and beyond different social worlds their boundaries “are 
indefinite and may very well overlap considerably with the boundaries of other 
worlds” (Unruh, 1979:124). Shibutani (1955:567) writes: “Most people live 
more or less compartmentalized lives, shifting from one social world to another 
as they participate in a succession of transactions. In each world their roles are 
different, their relations to other participants are different, and they reveal a 
different facet of their personalities.” Depending on the social context, and the 
people present, a person adapts to different norms and values. The only time 
when individuals reflect on this is “when they are successively caught in 
situations in which conflicting demands are made upon them, all of which 
cannot possibly be satisfied” (Shibutani, 1955:567). When individuals are 
caught up between different social worlds, different norms and values prevail in 
the different worlds, and they realise that there are different ways of perceiving 
the same situation and loyalty problems may arise (Shibutani, 1955). The 
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determining factor for which role to adapt to depends on what people are 
present, e.g. family members, members of the congregation, fellow owner-
managers, and which norms and values they relate to in the specific context. In 
a future study, it would be interesting to follow a few persons and identify 
which social worlds they belong to, and how they relate to the different worlds. 
Using Unruh’s (1979) concept social worlds my study has identified social 
worlds in Gnosjö and illustrated the inconsistency between these. In future 
studies it would be fruitful to bridge cultural and identity theories. Working 
with the concept of social worlds would probably be one way to accomplish 
this.  

Choice of Methodology 
Doing ethnography implies that a phenomenon is not only studied in depth 
but also to a certain breadth. The method also allows for breadth in the sense 
that people other than those within business firms are taken into account. Day-
to-day activities are studied in their context, in real time, and the researcher gets 
to know the culture from those who construct it, i.e. the participants.   

Understandings about empirical phenomena are often created in situations 
that are artificial, such as interviews. One reason why interviews are such a 
commonly used method within the genre of qualitative research is probably 
because many researchers take it for granted that it is the method for doing 
qualitative research (Balogun et al., 2003). Moreover, the interview situation is 
probably a situation that many researchers feel comfortable with. Doing 
interviews implies that the researcher is scheduling a meeting, and moreover, he 
or she is taking on the role as the researcher, which gives certain legitimacy. 
However, this is exactly why the interview situation could be considered 
artificial, as it is common that the respondent, as well as the researcher take on 
certain roles and are more or less aware of what the expected output of the 
interview is. Therefore, researchers are studying the construction of the talk 
about a certain phenomenon and not how the respondents are relating to, and 
working with the empirical phenomena in their daily lives. Practice is taken out 
of its context and talked about and not actually experienced.  

An alternative method to interviews studies, within the genre of qualitative 
research, is the ethnographic method, which means that the researcher is offered 
the opportunity to experience and create understanding about practice within 
its context. According to Balogun et al. (2003) it is when people are in a certain 
context that they actually can describe what they are doing. This supports the 
need for complementary methods in addition to interviews. Interviews are used 
in ethnographic studies as well, but they become one “tool” of many. Moreover, 
the researcher has become familiar with the context, since he or she lives in the 
field. During this time the researcher gets to know many of the respondents and 
trust is developed, which makes the process of asking questions of a more 
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sensitive character easier. Living in the field implies that the researcher 
experiences daily life activities, an understanding about the field that is hard to 
grasp through interviews. It is advantageous for the researcher to have this 
understanding before carrying through the interviews.  By relying on interviews 
only, it is easy for ambiguities and inconsistencies to be overlooked, since 
respondents, during interviews, tend to follow certain scripts, in which 
inconsistencies and ambiguities tend to be left out.  

There is an increasing interest in the field of business studies to study micro-
processes, i.e. to understand daily processes during which meanings are ascribed 
to certain phenomena. Creating this type of understanding demands certain 
methods since it is hard to grasp these processes. One method to work with is 
the ethnographic method, which implies that the researcher can take the role of 
an observer as well as a participant. Moreover, the ethnographic process lasts for 
longer periods of time, which implies that trust is developed. A way to grasp 
understanding about micro-processes is to “be there” and participate in daily 
life activities, during which meanings are constructed. 

The main drawback of ethnography is that it is a time-consuming method. 
However, it is naive to believe that research does not take time. I believe that it 
is a good alternative to do a single but in-depth study that create the type of 
understanding that is lacking within the field of business studies.  

The Responsibility of Researchers 
This dissertation has shown that stories are created under the influence of the 
media, popular science books, and marketing material. Through these channels 
people learn to relate to phenomena in a certain way. Sometimes, the 
phenomenon is so frequently discussed that a grand narrative is created, 
representing the assumed knowledge regarding the specific phenomenon. 
However, this dissertation also shows that there are other stories to tell too, and 
that there is additional knowledge beyond the knowledge which is taken for 
granted. This is not an astounding finding, but it is nonetheless worth reflecting 
upon.  

When finishing this book, it is obvious that different groups of people have 
the power to influence the story that is created in different ways. The creation 
of a grand narrative is, for example, a process that only certain groups of people 
are invited to participate in. The people who have been invited to express 
themselves in different media, and who thereby have influenced the creation of 
the grand narrative of the Spirit of Gnosjö, are mainly male owner-managers. 
Most of them are run a successful firm together with family members, either 
together with members of their core family or with more distant relatives. They 
have achieved their dreams through hard work and through help from their 
social networks. The stories about Gnosjö are good stories where the positive 
aspects, and not the negative ones, of daily life in the community are 
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emphasized. The result is that people, unconsciously, associate the Spirit of 
Gnosjö with good and positive stories, only. The community has become a 
prototype for other communities too. The story about the Spirit of Gnosjö has 
been so taken for granted that people do not reflect about what it leaves out.  

Researchers shoulder the responsibility to uncover the taken for granted 
assumptions that are created by the society of today. In a time when 
information and knowledge are widely communicated, it is important to 
remember that a number of professions participate in the construction of grand 
narratives, e.g. politicians, journalists, authors of popular science books, as well 
as researchers. These people have the power to influence how people perceive 
different things and they participate in the construction of these taken for 
granted assumptions, which are adopted by the average person on the street. No 
assumptions are not more or less true, but there is a risk that they might be too 
one-dimensional and superficial when they are adopted as representing the only 
true picture. Assumptions should, preferably be understood in relation to the 
context they have been created in, and, moreover, related to the contexts that 
they are created about. There is a need to give voice to many groups of people, 
meaning that multivocality should be taken into account in research.  

The Use of Words 
As shown in chapter nine, there is an inconsistency in how people talk about 
the Spirit of Gnosjö and how they actually behave. Moreover, the chapter 
illustrates that peoples’ talk might be inconsistent. Depending on the context 
they participate, in different norms and values might prevail. The espoused 
values tell something about which characteristics people in Gnosjö, but also 
people outside Gnosjö, ascribe to Gnosjö and its Spirit. The espoused values are 
emotionally charged and it can be concluded that many people do associate, 
and want to associate, the Spirit of Gnosjö with good and positive words. With 
this in mind, I am going to reflect upon the ambiguity in the language in use, 
through reflecting on two important words in the Gnosjö context.  

The word that is most frequently associated to the Spirit of Gnosjö is the 
word network. It is a positively loaded word and when reading about how the 
word is used in the public debate of today, it is easy to believe that networks are 
the salvation for businesses and business life. Networks are many times equated 
with projects that are started to last for a certain time and people are entitled to 
join without any restrictions. This implies that people are included into 
networks. However, the very opposite of the word include is exclude, and at the 
same time as networks include some people they exclude others. This 
dimension is not emphasized when the concept of network is discussed.  

Another word that is worth reflecting about is integration and to integrate. 
As this study has shown, it is hard to study cultures as integrated, as there are 
rarely any unified cultures. Rather, cultures are constructed when people, 
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through interaction, ascribe meaning to certain issues. This implies that a 
number of cultures, and not one single, can be interpreted in a social context 
and that these are interrelating and overlapping. However, the word integrate 
implies that an entity should exist, or at least is worth aiming at. I would argue 
that integration rather is about diversity, accepting diversity, and finding ways 
to make use of diversity.   

The contexts that words are used in influence the meanings people ascribe to 
them. This implies that words become emotionally charged over time. People 
attribute words with meanings and they are thereby part of constructing the 
contents of the word. Over time the superior meaning of the word is 
constructed and is taken for granted. It is important to reflect upon the power 
of the public discourse since it, probably more than ever, influences the 
attribution of meanings to different words. The meaning of a word might 
change over time and it might thereby be important to reflect about which 
meanings are attributed to a specific word. Moreover, it is of great importance 
to realise how different actors participate in the construction of knowledge that, 
over time, is taken for granted. As stressed above, I do not argue that there is a 
true meaning of a word. However, it is important to take the context, in which 
the word is used, into consideration and, moreover, how the word is used and 
related to since it influences the knowledge that is developed. The meaning of 
words cannot be taken for granted; instead, researchers need to pay attention to 
the ambiguity of the social reality. Every word needs to be understood as 
something specific and needs to me mirrored and reflected in relation to its 
specific context.    

The role of the researcher is to modify the meaning of words and to reflect 
upon the meanings words have been attributed with. This is not an easy task 
nor is it a task that always is appreciated. Yet, this is a necessity if the public 
debate is to become more balanced. The reflexivity in research should be 
mirrored in the public debate. This implies that researchers shoulder the 
responsibility to participate in and distribute their knowledge. However, it also 
implies that researchers should be invited to participate in the public debate. In 
other words, the responsibility is mutual.    
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Appendix 
The appendixes below are numbered according to the chapters they refer to. 

Appendix 3.1 Interview Guides 

Questions forming the base for interviews during phase 11  
 
Company History 

- When did you establish or take over the business? 
- Why did you start? 
- Is it a family firm (owned by family members)? 
- Why is the firm situated in Gnosjö? 

Company 
- Which products do you produce?  
- Please exemplify 
- Who are your customers?  
- Please exemplify 
- What are your product markets?  
- Please exemplify 

Competitiveness 
- What does competitiveness mean to you?  
- Do you consider your firm competitive, why and how? 
- What do you think it is that makes your firm competitive? 

Cooperation 
- Do you cooperate with other companies in the region and if so with 

whom?  
- More concrete, how do you cooperate? 
- Do you believe that the cooperation between firms are more developed 

here, compared to other regions, why, why not?  
- Do you believe that the cooperation will increase in the region and 

how? 
Gnosjö 

- How do you think that Gnosjö has changed during the last ten years?  
- How do you think that Gnosjö has changed during the last twenty?  
- What do you think will happen in the future, will the Gnosjö-region 

continue to be successful? 
 
 

                                                 
1 Even though I interviewed different categories of people, the same guideline questions were 
used. However, different points of focus were emphasized depending on who the respondent was.  
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External Ownership 
- What are your opinions about the acquisitions of companies that have 

taken place in the region? 
- When the buyer is an investment firms can you see any special 

consequences? 
Meeting Places Outside the Firm 

- Do you attend Rotary lunches, breakfast meetings arranged by the local 
trade association, etc.? 

The Spirit of Gnosjö 
- Do you think that here is a special spirit in Gnosjö and in what way? 
- What does the Spirit of Gnosjö represent according to you?  
- What do you form associations with when you hear the word the Spirit 

of Gnosjö? 
- What does the Spirit of Gnosjö mean for enterprising in the region?  
- For your own situation? 
- Are there any drawbacks of the Spirit? Please exemplify 

The Theater Play 
- Have you seen the theater play arranged by the local theater association 

and if so what did you think about it? 
- Do you recognize yourself from the play?  
- Does the play describe Gnosjö in a significant way?  
- Why or why not? 
- Do you know Bengt Erlandsson? 

 
 
Questions forming the base for interviews with employees, during 
phase 2 
 
Personal Information 

- Name 
- Work position and tasks 
- Age 
- Background 

Company Related Questions 
- How long have you worked for this company? 
- Have you worked for other companies in the region? 
- What are the advantages of working for this company? 
- What are the disadvantages of working for this company? 

Family Firm 
- Can you tell that this is a family firm? 
- Why? 
- Why not? 
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The Spirit of Gnosjö 
- Do you think that there is a special Spirit in Gnosjö? 
- What does the Spirit of Gnosjö represent according to you?  
- What associations do you make when you hear the word the Spirit of 

Gnosjö? 
- Are there any drawbacks of the Spirit? Please exemplify 

The Church 
- Do you think that the churches in the region play a dominant role? 
- Do you belong to a church? 

Spare Time 
- How do you spend your spare time? 

 

Appendix 3.2 Number of Limited Companies in Gnosjö 
 

People Occupied Number of Firms 
0 - 4 259 
5 - 9 49 

10 - 29 81 
30 - 99 21 

100 - 299 6 
300 - 999 1 

Total Number 417 
 

Source SCB 2000 
 

Appendix 3.3 Meetings I Participated in During the Time Spent 
at the Companies: 

 

Case 1 
- Visited a customer regarding future businesses 
- Visited the hairdresser of the CEO together with the CEO 

 
Case 2 
- Visited a customer together with the CEO regarding a quality problem 
- Participated in a follow-up meeting regarding the quality problem where 

also the customer of case 2’s customer participated 
- Participated in a meeting with a supplier to case 2 
- Participated in a meeting regarding a purchase of an overhead crane 
- Participated in a meeting with a shipping agency 
- Participated in internal meetings with the financial department, the 

marketing department, the product department, and the executive group 
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Case 3 
- Participated in a meeting with a supplier to case 3 

 
Case 4 
- Participated in a meeting with a customer 
- Participated in a meeting with a supplier 

 
Case 5 
- Participated in a network meeting in Gothenburg with Hjärntrusten 

(Think Tank in English), which the CEO was part of  
- Visited the sales company of case 5, situated in Malmö, together with the 

CEO and the marketing manager of the company 
- Participated in a meeting regarding a future trade affair 
 

Appendix 3.4 Information about the participants at the San 
Diego conference. 
 

Home towns of the 
participants 

Number  
of  
participants 

Number  
of  
companies  

Number of 
wives who 
joined the 
trip2 
 

Bredaryd 14 6 (incl. the firm  
arranging the conference) 

5 

Gislaved 4 3 1 
Gnosjö 5 3 - 
Kulltorp 4 1 33  
Reftele 2 1 1 
Värnamo 1 1 - 
Outside the Gnosjö region 13 9 (incl. myself) 2 
Number of: 43 24 12 

 

                                                 
2 These figures are included in the number of particpants.  
3 Figure three represents one wife and two children who joined the trip. 
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Appendix 3.5 Activities I Participated in, People I Met, and 
Time Spent 
 

Activities People I Met Time Spent 
 

The Historical Industry Association of Gnosjö 
 

Annual meetings, 
guided tours at the 
museums, spent time 
with the mechanics, 
interviews, the Day 
of the Waterwheels 
(Vattenhjulets dag).  

People engaged in the local 
historical museums, retired 
mechanics, and wives of the 
mechanics who were 
serving coffee, people 
visiting the Day of the 
Waterwheels. 

- 3 mornings with the 
mechanics (8 a.m. to noon) 

- 2 annual meetings (7 p.m. to 
9:30 p.m.) 

- 2 guided tours at the local 
industry museum Töllstorp 
(app. 3 hours per tour) 

- 1 guided tour at the local 
industry museum Hylténs 
(app. 2 hours) 

- 2 interviews with the former 
chairman of the organization, 
(6 hours) 

- 1 interviews with retired 
owner-managers of Gnosjö 
enterprises (3 hours) 

- Participated and worked 
during the Day of the 
Waterwheels (from noon to 
5 p.m.) 

 
Monthly Breakfast Meetings arranged by The Local Trade Association 

 
Breakfast meetings 
and one excursion  

CEO�s of locally and 
externally owned firms 

- 5 breakfast meetings in 
Gnosjö (7:30 a.m. to 9 a.m.) 

- 2 breakfast meetings in 
Hillerstorp (7 a.m. to 8:30 
a.m.) 

- 1 excursion with the 
Hillerstorpgroup (6 a.m. to 
22 p.m.) 

 
The Network of Young Entrepreneurs 

 
Meetings with the 
committee, one 
excursion  

Youths who eventually will 
take over the family-firm. 
�Future� entrepreneurs. 

- 1 meeting with the 
committee of the network (1 
hour meeting) 

- 1 excursion to Gothenburg, 
visiting companies (7:15 a.m. 
to 7 p.m.) 
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Rotary 

 
Lunches and 
meetings 

CEOs of locally owned 
firms, employees at the 
local authorities, the vicar 
of Kävsjö Parish, external 
guests 

- 8 lunches (1 hour per lunch)  
- One meeting. The meeting 

was arranged in collaboration 
with the club in Gislaved. 

 
The Local Government Council 

 
Monthly meetings People who were part of 

the local government 
council of Gnosjö.  

- 4 monthly meetings (6:30 
p.m. to 8 p.m.) 

 
 

The Local Authorities 
 

Interviews and 
meetings with 
employees 

People who work at the 
local authorities. 

- 8 interviews (app. 2 hours 
per interview) 

 
 

IUC (Industrial Development Center) 
 

Staff meetings, 
shareholders' 
meeting, 
conferences, daily 
activities 

People working at IUC and 
people who were engaged 
in their activities. 

- 3 conferences (two two-day 
conferences, one one-day 
conference)  

- 1 shareholder meeting (6 
p.m. to 9 p.m.) 

- Daily life 
 

Gnosjö Hjälper 
 

Visiting and shopping 
in the second-hand 
shop  

People engaged in the 
organization and people 
visiting the shop. 

- 4 monthly meetings (7 p.m. 
to 9 p.m.) 

- 2 committee meetings (6 
p.m. to 7 p.m.) 

- 1 interview with the 
chairman of the organization 
(2 hours interview) 

- Participant observations 
during visits to the shop (the 
shop is open every Thursday 
and Saturday and the last 
Sunday in each month) 
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Yearly Activities 

 
Participating and 
observing at: 
- The Gnosjö 
Entrepreneur of the 
Year (Årets 
Gnosjöföretagare), 
arranged by the 
Swedish bank 
Föreningssparbanken,  
- Järnbärardagen 
- Gnosjö�s yearly fair 

People who live and/or 
work in Gnosjö. 

- Hanging around.  
 

 
Daily Life Activities 

 
Participating and 
observing at:  
- The public 
swimming pool 
- The recreation 
center 
- The local movie 
theater 

People who live and/or 
work in Gnosjö. 

 

 
The Alpha Course 

 
Meetings and a camp People who took part in 

the course, not necessarily 
religious. 

- 9 meetings, evenings 
between 7 p.m. and 9.30 p.m. 

- 1 camp, 24 hours  
 

The Confirmation Camp 
 

Assistant at a 
confirmation camp 

The candidates for 
confirmation, the younger 
generation of Hillerstorp. 

- One Saturday afternoon, 
during a tutoring session. 

- 1 camp, 30 hours  
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Appendix 3.6 Gnosjö’s Eight Population Centers 
 

 
Neighborhoods 

 
Area (Square km) 

1995 
 

 
No. of inhabitants 

1995 
 

 
No. of inhabitants 

2000 

Gnosjö 4.71 4 379 4 504 
Hillerstorp 1.84 1 845 1 973 
Nissafors 0.63 335 364 
Kulltorp 0.73 343 336 
Marieholm 0.41 240 247 
Åsenhöga 0.37 252 233 
Törestorp 0.44 246 215 
Lanna 0.00 0 5 
Outside population 
centre 

413.30 2 383 2 403 

The municipality 422.40 10 023 10 280 
Sweden 410 934.20 8 837 496 8 882 792 

 
Source SCB, Kommunfakta 
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Appendix 4.1 Native Countries of the First and the Second 
Generation of Immigrants in Gnosjö 
 

Native Country  Number of Inhabitants 
Nordic Countries, except Finland  312 
Finland 591 
Greece 17 
Great Britain and Northern Ireland 27 
Germany 82 
Austria 17 
Remaining EU Countries4, except Denmark and Finland 28 
Bosnia-Herzegovina  515 
Bulgaria 13 
Yugoslavia 188 
Croatia 30 
Latvia 19 
Poland 39 
Romania 22 
Czechoslovakia 14 
Hungary 16 
Remaining Europe, except the EU 15 and the Nordic Countries 31 
Gambia 11 
Somalia 11 
Remaining Africa 29 
United States 21 
Remaining North America 9 
Chile 100 
Remaining South America 14 
The Philippines 24 
Iran 26 
Cambodia 29 
China 51 
South Korea 14 
Thailand 21 
Vietnam 777 
Remaining Asia 53 
Oceania 1 
The Soviet Union 10 
Immigrants 3162 

 
Source: SCB, table C20, 2001-12-31 

                                                 
4 The fifteen EU countries are: Belgium, Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxemburg, the 
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Germany, Austria, Denmark, Great Britain, and Sweden. 
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Appendix 5.1 Educational Background among the Inhabitants in 
the Municipality of Gnosjö who are 20 to 64 years old, 1999 

 
Type of 

education 
Calculated as %  

in Gnosjö 
Calculated as %  
in the county 

Calculated as %  
in Sweden 

 Men Women Total Men Woman Total Men Women Total 
9-year 
compulsory 
school 

42 36 39 31 25 28 24 21 23 

Senior high 
school 

46 47 46 49 50 50 49 48 48 

`Post-
gymnasium'5 

11 15 13 19 24 22 26 30 28 

Lack of 
information 

1 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Total  (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Number (in  
1 000) 

3 3 6 93 89 183 2 631 2 553 5 184 

 
Source: www.gnosjo.se 
 

Appendix 5.2 Distribution of Power and Influence between Men 
and Women  

 
 
The local government council (1998) 
 

 
Municipal executive board (1999) 

Gnosjö Sweden Gnosjö Sweden 
Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women 
68% 32% 58% 42% 63.6% 36.4% 67% 33% 

 
Source: www.scb.se  

                                                 
5 This group includes those who have either studied at the university, or have any type of 
qualified vocational training or have any type of post-gymnasium education. The Swedish 
gymnasium is comparable with the American term senior high school. 

http://www.gnosjo.se/
http://www.scb.se/
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Appendix 5.3 Illustration of the Number of Women who Live in 
Gnosjö per Hundred Men  

 
 

25 - 29 years old 
 

 
30 - 34 years old 

 
25 - 34 years old 

1999 2000 1999 2000 1999 2000 
95.0 108.1 89.8 81.9 92.3 93.1 
 

Source: www.scb.se 
 

Appendix 5.4 Average Income Based on Gainful Employment 
The table below illustrates the average income expressed in Swedish crowns and 
based on gainful employment in the municipality, compared with Sweden in 
general. It includes people who are between 20 and 64 years old and the figures 
originate from 1999.  

 
Men Women 

Gnosjö Sweden Gnosjö Sweden 
229,300: - 220,700: - 160,700: - 159,800: - 

 
Source: www.scb.se 

 

Appendix 5.5 The Degree of Unemployment in Gnosjö.  
 

Men Women 
Gnosjö The Sweden Gnosjö The Sweden 

1999 2000 2000 1999 2000 2000 
1.3 0.8 4.7 1.6 1.1 3.9 
  

Source: www.scb.se 
 

http://www.scb.se/
http://www.scb.se/
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Appendix 6.1 Mandates in the local government council 
How the mandates were dispersed between the different local parties in the two 
latter elections 

 
Parties Mandate at the general election 

 1998 2002 
 Men Women Men Women 
The Swedish Conservative Party 7 1 5 2 
The Center Party 4 0 3 2 
The Liberal Party 2 1 1 2 
The Christian Democrats 6 6 6 6 
The Green Party 0 1 1 0 
The Social Democrats 7 4 9 4 
The left-wing party 0 0 0 0 
Remaining parties 2 0 0 0 
All parties 28 13 25 16 

 
Source: www.gnosjo.se 
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Appendix 7.1 Churches in the Municipality of Gnosjö 
 

The Church of Sweden in the Municipality of Gnosjö 
Parishes Number of Members 
The Parish of Gnosjö  3578 
The Parish of Kävsjö together with Åsenhöga and 
Källeryd 

1638, 806 and 537  

The Parish of Kulltorp (part of the Parish of 
Bredardyd) 

1427 
 

 
Free Churches in the Municipality of  Gnosjö 

Parishes Number of Members 
Gnosjö Missionsförsamling associated with the 
Swedish Alliance Mission (SAM, Svenska Allians 
Missionen)  

310  

The Pentecostal Movement of Gnosjö  191 
The Pentecostal Movement of Hillerstorp  186  
The Swedish Covenant Church of Åsenhöga 
(Svenska Missionsförbundet) 

160  

Hillerstorps Missionsförsamling associated with the 
Swedish Alliance Mission 

149  

Betania in Hillerstorp, Evangeliska Frikyrkan i 
Sverige (fd. Nybygget) 

150   

Saron in Marås, Evangeliska Frikyrkan i Sverige (fd. 
Nybygget) 

130  

The Pentecostal Movement of Marieholm 
Åsenhöga  

69  

Kävsjö Missionsförsamling associated with the 
Swedish Alliance Mission  

45  

Törestorps Missionsförsamling associated with the 
Swedish Alliance Mission  

120 

A congregation that is a combined Pentecostal 
Movement and the Swedish Alliance Mission, in 
Kulltorp  

65  

Marieholms Missionsförsamling associated with the 
Swedish Alliance Mission, cooperates with 
Sjöaryds Missionsförsamling also associated with 
the Swedish Alliance Mission  

10 members each 

Bårebos Missionsförsamling associated with the 
Swedish Alliance Mission  

5  

Nissafors Betelförsamlingen  - 
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