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0. Abstract 

The aim of this article is to contribute to a developed understanding of the phenomenon of 

entrepreneurship as deviating from its local cultural context. This is done through the analysis 

of an in-depth case study made from a social constructionist perspective. Entrepreneurial 

individuals and collectives define themselves - and are defined by others - in relation to 

general expectations on what an entrepreneur is and how he or she should behave, and we 

therefore claim that the entrepreneurial process is about identifying, challenging and breaking 

institutionalized patterns, to temporarily de-socialize from society rather than socialize into it. 

In this paper, we present an in-depth study of the Hultsfred rock festival in Sweden and how 

the actors behind the festival has initiated a number of entrepreneurial processes over the 

years. The study is based on recurrent interviews, participant observation and documentation. 

In the interviews with the (inter)actors in the Hultsfred organisation, a number of narrative 

themes on the relation between the entrepreneurial processes and the context emerged. One 



such theme was the image of rock music and rock culture as rebellious and different as 

compared to the local culture of sports. Another theme was the massive lack of local 

understanding for the special characteristics of the music industry, this due to the traditional 

industrial structure of the region. The relation between the RockCity people and their context 

has also been characterised by an ongoing debate on the relation between culture and 

commercial business (cf also Mort et al, 2003), which has also led to severe internal conflicts. 

It appeared that when met by scepticism on the local arena, RockCity instead focused on 

networking and collaboration on other arenas; regionally, nationally and internationally. Still, 

they all share a basic desire to make Hultsfred a better and more prosperous place to live, 

which represents an aim to contribute and be respected, to be seen as an important and 

relevant part of community development. 

 

1. On deviating entrepreneurial processes: A social constructionist perspective 

Entrepreneurship is usually seen as a solution to problems in community development – 

through new firms, new industries and community mobilization, stagnating regions and cities 

are expected to return to growth and prosperity (Cornwall, 1998). While the solution is almost 

undisputed, the question of what entrepreneurship actually is and how it emerges often 

remains unanswered or neglected. There is also an underpinning positive assumption that all 

new firms or entrepreneurial acts are good for local community and that they are well 

received by the locals (Welsch and Kuhns, 2002). Moreover, it is said that industries should 

be built on local resources, competencies and culture – the question is how we can develop 

our town and local area out from our traditions, culture and habits. We can see many instances 

of this ideal of the embedded industrial cluster throughout the world. In France there are 

different wine and food districts, there are cities where all activities are built around car 

manufacturing (e.g. Detroit), there are regions inhabited by numerous glass and crystal 

manufacturers (Småland in Sweden, Bohemia in the Czech Republic). There are the famous 



local specializations of northern Italy, not to mention the notorious case of Silicon Valley 

(Saxenian, 2000). We have thus many examples of clusters where traditions and cultures have 

strong influence how to and what to produced, and where people have been able to construct 

affluent communities out from their local preconditions. In less fortunate areas, economic 

activities are likely to be more diverse (Welsch and Kuhns, 2002), but still performed in a 

close and harmonical relation to the local community (Mort et al, 2003).  

What could be more interesting to study is entrepreneurship that deviates from its local 

cultural context, not least because many regions have been convinced about the cluster 

strategy and actively try to re-invent them at home. Deviating from culture and traditions, 

from how to and what to produce, is something else. It implies that steady-rooted identities 

are changed and challenged, both for people acting entrepreneurial and the rest of local 

society. Therefore, we can argue that it is interesting to study how deviating industries are 

developed and how the relation to other parts of local society can be described. The aim of 

this article is to contribute to a developed understanding of the phenomenon of 

entrepreneurship as deviating from its local cultural context. This is done through the analysis 

of an in-depth case study made from a social constructionist perspective. 

In this paper, we use a social constructionist view to argue that entrepreneurship, both as 

concept and practice, emerges dynamically in social interaction between people (Lindgren & 

Packendorff, 2002). People always interact in different forms with each other through 

meetings, through reading what other has written, through Internet etc. Hence, it becomes 

insufficient to talk about single entrepreneurs – in line with the growing literature on 

entrepreneurial teams, one could rather view it as several co-entrepreneurs creating an 

entrepreneurial process together, from formulating ideas to taking major decisions etc 

(Lounsbury, 1998; Hitt et al, 1999; Birley and Stockley, 2001; Clarysse and Moray, 2004). 

Even in those cases when one single entrepreneur has indeed performed the entrepreneurial 

act, interaction with a social context has still taken place (i.e. through upbringing, local 



culture, inspiration, idea generation, support, resistance etc.). In most cases there are still 

several persons involved in an entrepreneurial process, even if our institutionalized need – 

both in the research community and in society in general - to embody entrepreneurship in 

single individuals of a special kind (“heroes”) often leads us to put forward individuals 

instead of collectives (Ogbor, 2000; Holmquist, 2003). Even if different persons have had 

different impact and different importance to the process, we could recognize the 

entrepreneurial process as a complex web of reciprocal interaction between culturally 

embedded actors closely connected to each other (cf Jack and Anderson, 2002; Lindgren and 

Packendorff, 2003).  

Such a social constructionist view on entrepreneurship can be seen as a development of 

a becoming-perspective, of which pluralism and emancipation from structures are 

consequences (cf Steyaert, 1997; Chia and King, 1998; Janssens and Steyaert, 2002). 

Entrepreneurial individuals and collectives define themselves - and are defined by others - in 

relation to general expectations on what an entrepreneur is and how he or she should behave, 

and we therefore claim that the entrepreneurial process is about identifying, challenging and 

breaking institutionalized patterns, to temporarily de-socialize from society rather than 

socialize into it.  

This pattern-breaking must of course also involve influencing others in society (e.g. 

people, organizations or societies). If ‘successful’, the entrepreneurial process is temporary in 

the sense that institutionalised patterns are changed and that the relevant context moves in the 

same direction as the process (Lindgren and Packendorff, 2003). This does not mean that all 

entrepreneurial acts will be ‘exceptional’ – except for people with extreme views of what is 

‘normal’, there exist inter-subjectivity in society concerning what action patterns that can be 

seen as institutionalized. Among these action patterns, we also find the very idea of 

entrepreneurship.  

 



2. A social constructionist perspective on the study of entrepreneurial processes 

The ontological position of social constructionism as applied to entrepreneurship is that 

entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs are subjectively and inter-subjectively understood by 

human beings. People can be regarded as active in the sense that they interpret and construct 

reality, at the same time as these interpretations and constructions usually take place within 

the taken-for-granted boundaries of institutionalized norms (Giddens, 1984). This implies that 

entrepreneurship and/or entrepreneurs exist through the interpretations made by individuals, 

groups of individuals and different cultures in society (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). This also 

means that what and who are included and/or excluded in/from these conceptual categories 

may vary depending on who/which group of people you ask. Given this ontology, 

entrepreneurship as a scientific field is also seen as a social construction based on a set of 

shared beliefs (intersubjectivity) amongst practitioners, policy-makers and scientists, rather 

than as a set of laws and indisputable truths (cf Astley, 1985). What most researchers within 

the field of entrepreneurship can agree upon is the need for a conception of entrepreneurship 

that differentiates the field from others, so this is a process not least driven by the scientific 

community. 

This ontological position directly influences the view of what knowledge about 

entrepreneurship means and how such knowledge is produced, i.e. epistemology. From a 

social constructionist perspective, knowledge about entrepreneurship is knowledge on how 

individuals and collectives perceive, define, produce and re-produce entrepreneurial action in 

society. Scientific knowledge on entrepreneurship is thus produced through articulating and 

understanding how these individuals and collectives – subjectively and intersubjectively (cf  

Louis, 1982) - construct their entrepreneurial actions as unfolding processes (Fletcher, 2003, 

Lindgren and Packendorff, 2003). Given that entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs are socially 

constructed concepts, it is therefore necessary to try to create knowledge on the interaction 

processes in which the concepts are produced and reproduced (Steyaert, 1997). In this 



interaction process, questions of ‘how’ and ‘why’ is in focus, primarily from the aim of 

understanding. It also implies that it become of less interest to make deductive studies with 

fixed operationalized concepts, since knowledge and concepts are created in interaction 

between people and their interpreted environment.  

Gartner and Birley (2002) note that the methods we use actually often tend to influence 

our definitions of entrepreneurship. This implies that knowledge on entrepreneurship is not 

objective and true, but rather intersubjective constructs. Given the assumption that neutral, 

objective truth is not a relevant criterion for judging knowledge on entrepreneurship, 

otherwise implicit – and ideological - dimensions such as how we legitimize our research, our 

view of research ethics, the role researcher plays in the reporting act etc should have to be 

made explicit. Established definitions, research questions, methodologies and theories on 

entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs will thus be seen as the result of a process of 

institutionalization, and theory development will consequently imply critical questioning of 

these institutionalized beliefs. Since we in our culture regard entrepreneurship and 

entrepreneurs as desired phenomena in society, theory can in that sense be seen as an 

inclusive/exclusive construct that affects general views of what is entrepreneurship and what 

is not, who are entrepreneurs and who are not. The importance of research thus also will have 

to be judged against how we can challenge institutionalized barriers in our way of integrating 

theories (Jonsson-Ahl, 2002, Holmquist, 2003), find new methods for research (Steyaert, 

1997, Steyaert and Bouwen, 2000, Gartner and Birley, 2002), find entrepreneurship in new 

contexts and identify entrepreneurs outside current research populations (Cornwall, 1998, 

Lindgren and Packendorff, 2003) 

Given this notion of how to view entrepreneurial processes from a social constructionist 

perspective, one might of course object that all sorts of acts intended to deviate and change 

institutionalized action patterns in society could then be subject to entrepreneurship inquiry 

(cf Baumol, 1990). To such an objection, the response is threefold. First of all, the choice of 



what entrepreneurial processes to study is an ideological one – the researcher can not escape 

responsibility to make explicit statements concerning what kind of research she produce, how 

it can be used, and who is to benefit from it. Second, we do also think that it could be 

discussed whether empirical phenomena where almost no identification, challenging and 

deviation from institutionalized action patterns in society take place should be included in 

‘definitions’ of entrepreneurial processes. From our point of view, studying e.g. small 

businesses started as followers in already established industries might not always qualify as 

entrepreneurship research: it is important to evaluate the newness of the process in the context 

of society. Third, a social constructionist perspective does not imply that ‘anything goes’. The 

field of entrepreneurship does not exist ‘out there’ as a ready-made set of theories and objects 

of study, it is constantly constructed and re-constructed by the scientific community. All new 

inquiry will therefore be judged against the existing literature, and subject to critical 

evaluation. Any re-constructor(s) of the field will operate under the same conditions as any 

real-life entrepreneur – assuming the risk of deviating from current practices also means 

assuming the task of convincing the context of the advantages of newness. 

 

3. Case study methodology 

In line with the above discussion, several cultural events and projects can be characterised as 

entrepreneurial both in terms of organizing and of contents. Movie production teams may 

create just as innovative images of life and society as do traditional entrepreneurs, and there 

are theatre forms where the play emerges during performance through improvisation. Aside 

from these examples there are also other examples of entrepreneurial processes that does not 

imply the creation of formal organizations. Some of these happens outside existing 

organizations (e.g. voluntary work and spontaneous political action), but also within existing 

organizations (e.g. product development projects, radical reforms etc) (Stevenson & Jarillo, 

1990, Kanter, 1992) or in geographical regions (Saxenian, 2000). And by widening the 



empirical basis of entrepreneurship research, more people and phenomena in society are 

incluced in the concept of entrepreneurship. 

Entrepreneurial processes could be studied as organic processes, as open-ended series of 

events in which people create/develop things together. It implies analyses and conclusions 

descriptive by character – with a social constructionist perspective it is more interesting to 

develop perspectives and understandings of entrepreneurial processes than to identify 

personality traits and/or success factors in single firms. 

This could point at that a suitable methodology for studying entrepreneurial processes 

could be participant observation, where the researcher is a present real-time observer in the 

social process. In addition, one might use narratives in order to get an understanding of 

individual participant’s interpretation of the process. These data can then be subject to an 

analysis where the story – i.e. the narratives of the participants – are re-written by the 

researcher in order to cover the events, conflicts etc that convey a understanding of the 

entrepreneurial process (see also Steyaert and Bouwen, 2000; Boje, 2001; O’Connor, 2002; 

Fletcher, 2003). We cannot understand acts if we do not understand how the actors have 

experienced past acts and relationships with each other and their view of future acts and future 

relationships (Kupferberg, 1998). Through narratives, we can understand driving forces and 

we can combine different parts of individuals’ lives, and understand how new ideas develops 

(Lindgren and Wåhlin, 2001; O’Connor, 2002). We can also understand how/why problems 

arise, how/why people can perceive obstacles, how/why new ideas emerge etc. Since we view 

entrepreneurial acts as collective experiences, the empirical basis concerning an 

entrepreneurial act cannot be the visible entrepreneur’s narrative only. If different narratives 

from different involved actors are brought together in the analysis, understanding of events 

could be much broader (cf Lindgren and Packendorff, 2003). However, it is also very 

important to carefully handle interrelated questions such as how language is viewed and used, 

the notion of discourses, and the importance of reflexivity throughout the research process 



(Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000; Lindgren and Wåhlin, 2001; 

Fletcher, 2003). 

In this paper, we present an in-depth study of the Hultsfred rock festival in Sweden and 

how the actors behind the festival has initiated a number of entrepreneurial processes over the 

years. The study is based on recurrent interviews, participant observation and documentation 

(cf Boje, 2001). From the narratives we understand where problems appear, where obstacles 

have emerged, why some ideas are realised and others not (Kupferberg, 1998). Since we view 

entrepreneurial processes as collective interaction, it is also important to speak to several of 

the inter-actors (Lindgren & Packendorff, 2003). The interviewees were asked to speak 

openly about the development of their operations, how they had worked together, what 

problems they had experienced. In total, ten of the central actors in Hultsfred have been 

interviewed in-depth at least one occasion. They have also read and commented upon the 

material, which is ethically important in this kind of approach.  

 

4. The Hultsfred case: From punk rebels to music industry development 

Hultsfred is a small industrial town in the Småland region of Southeast Sweden, characterised 

by forests, lakes, farms and pittoresque villages. The municipality counts about 15.000 

inhabitants, half of them living outside the town. In the city centre there is a travel center, a 

park, a hotel, an outdoor shopping mall and several blocks of flats, but the rest of the town 

consist of wood houses in well-kept gardens. The social life of the town being concentrated 

around the factories and sports clubs, it had not much to offer the young men growing up as 

punk rebels during the 1970’s. In 1981, some of them formed their own music club, 

RockParty, in order to arrange concerts and other happenings. Rock music, a reliance on 

voluntary work, and a determination that nothing was impossible were – and still is – the 

foundation of RockParty. 



Today, RockParty is the arranger of the Hultsfred Festival that has been held annually 

since 1986. The festival is one of the major summer rock festivals in Europe, and Hultsfred 

houses the headquarters of the European festival association Yourope. RockParty also 

arranges several other recurring festivals with separate themes. The club also has its own 

concert hall, which they had to build when they were thrown out of the sports hall in 1990. 

In the middle of the 1990’s, the group realised that the success of the festival could be 

used for the good of the whole town. At the same time, the club was constantly close to 

bankruptcy due to constant expenses (maintenance of the concert hall and salaries to the full-

time employees of the festival organisation) and irregular revenues (mainly the entrance fees 

from the festivals). Together, they decided to form companies out of the specialities of the 

festival organisation (catering, advertising, booking, call centre etc) in order to sell their 

services to external customers. Their success in this spurred them to invest some small 

amounts in other business ideas related to the music industry, and they managed to attract 

public funding to establish an industrial development centre for the music industry. Today, 

the concert hall has been expanded with a large office building called RockCity, housing a 

number of small entrepreneurial companies, a national music industry centre, a business 

incubator, and a unique university education in music management. Their next vision is to 

build an amusement park based on rock music next to the RockCity building. RockCity has 

also become the common name for the whole group that is owned by RockParty. In 2003, 

RockCity CEO Putte Svensson was elected Creative Entrepreneur of the Year in Sweden, but 

he immediately claimed that he was just the front member of a group of people that had 

worked together for decades. 

In the case of Hultsfred, the individuals in the actor network has organised several 

entrepreneurial processes that have varied in terms of involved persons and their roles. 

RockParty was started by Håkan Waxegård and Per Alexandersson, the former being the 

’front face’ and the latter the organizer. As the festivals grew in scope, more people joined the 



inner circle. Gunnar Lagerman became responsible for signing up artists, Putte Svensson 

organized the voluntary work needed to build the festival area, and Per Alexandersson 

specialised in marketing. When they later decided to build the concert hall, the same group 

were active (except for Gunnar Lagerman, who thought the project to be too expensive, went 

on to create Yourope, but stayed in the building to arrange concerts).  

Per Alexandersson then left Hultsfred for a career in Malmö, and Håkan Waxegård were 

ousted from the board and replaced by Patrik Axelsson. This was not an easy decision but 

they thought that Axelsson was to keen of doing things by his own head and also wanted to 

personify Hultsfred. It was then decided that Putte Svensson was to become the ‘front face’, 

and Patrik Axelsson the thoughtful administrator. Patrik gradually grew into the role of 

preserving the original RockParty spirit, but he also started a company that developed and 

exported mobile security fences for outdoor concerts. RockParty still owns the festival and all 

the companies of the group, and Putte, Patrik and the others are regular employees with 

ordinary salaries. Since the club was created out of voluntary work, no one will ever be 

allowed to use RockParty to amass personal wealth.  

After Putte becoming the driving force in the creation of new firms related to the festival 

– a strategic direction that was not liked by everyone in RockParty - he gathered a new 

network around him to pursue the ideas on business development, educations and music 

industry research. The effort were called Project Puzzle. In this network, Erkki XX was the 

opportunity searcher and idea generator, Putte the charismatic motivator, and Lasse Rönnlund 

the action-oriented ‘doer’. They also placed their old friend Per Kågefors as business 

developer in the regional authorities, which meant access to all sorts of financing and funding. 

Gunnar Lagerman and Patrix Axelsson were part-owners in two of the firms, but focused 

most of their work on the festival. In order to maintain the dynamics in the RockCity building, 

they often question their roles and what they do, and they actively seek to involve new 

persons both as employees and as network contacts. They also directed conscious efforts to 



the recuitment of women (Putte was replaced by Frederika Svensson as CEO of the largest 

company, Metropol), which has also implied projects aimed at improving the possibilities for 

young female rock musicians, led by Hanna Rotelius.   

Since the members of the original team has now became family fathers, they have had to 

redefine their way of working. They are not available around the clock anymore, and they 

need to plan for their interaction. Still, a lot of ideas and decisions happen informally around 

coffee tables, but they have also begun to see the drawbacks of too much informal networking 

in an organization with 44 employees. Hence, they are planning to form a professional board 

for the whole group and to establish a development company to handle all new ideas. Many 

employees outside the inner circle finds RockCity to be the most creative and inspiring place 

they have ever been at, but they also say that you need access to certain key actors if you 

really want your ideas to come true. 

 

5. Narratives on deviating and belonging 

In the interviews with the (inter)actors in the Hultsfred organisation, a number of narrative 

themes on the relation between the entrepreneurial processes and the context emerged. One 

such theme was the image of rock music and rock culture as rebellious and different as 

compared to the local culture of sports. Another theme was the massive lack of local 

understanding for the special characteristics of the music industry, this due to the traditional 

industrial structure of the region. The relation between the RockCity people and their context 

has also been characterised by an ongoing debate on the relation between culture and 

commercial business (cf also Mort et al, 2003), which has also led to severe internal conflicts. 

It appeared that when being met by scepticism on the local arena, RockCity has instead 

focused on networking and collaboration on other arenas; regionally, nationally and 

internationally. Still, they all share a basic desire to make Hultsfred a better and more 

prosperous place to live, which represents an aim to contribute and be respected, to be seen as 



an important and relevant part of community development. These themes is described below 

through the voices of the (inter)actors in the RockCity organisation. 

 

5.1 Rock music culture as deviation 

The leading actors behind the club RockParty are all born in the end of the 1950’s or in the 

first half of the 1960’s. Those who grew up in Hultsfred tell the story about a quite traditional 

and stagnating industrial town, where almost every family were dependent upon the wood 

house manufacturer Hultsfredshus. Except for Hultsfredshus with its 1.000 employees, there 

were also the battery manufacturer VARTA and a paper mill belonging to the MoDo group 

within the municipality. All the companies had benefited from the Swedish post-war boom, 

and the local youth knew that they would get jobs right after school and be able to buy their 

own house before the age of 30. In that sense, life was easy and predictable, despite the 

economic stagnation during the 70’s. 

When not working, the Hultsfred people got together in sports clubs and numerous other 

associations. There were also a local tradition of folkparker1 and heavy parties. Even though 

the establishment of a local high school and the subsequent influx of academics meant 

changes, those teenagers not interested in sports had not much to do. During the punk wave in 

the end of the 70’s, Putte and others arranged concerts in their school and noticed that the 

interest for music was growing: 

 

”Most of us played in bands and we also brought together the bands to concert evenings 

where I acted as presentator. We were not allowed to continue within the school’s 

premises for very long, though, it became a bit rough sometimes. Especially those 

evenings when we didn’t have any bands, it was really heavy drinking. It’s funny; today 

everybody complains about the drinking, but it was worse then. We had people 
                                                
1 A folkpark is an outdoor area close to town where there are dance evenings, concerts, tivolis etc. During the 
post-war period, every Swedish town built their own folkpark. The parks were remotely connected to the social 
democrat ideology and became a nation-wide institution by time. 



smashing the windows to the bank and slept over there, and nobody raised their 

eyebrows over that… The dean had a big meeting with us on how to stop violence and 

drinking among the pupils, and we started to arrange a new form of parties where the 

music was in focus. And then we graduated, and had no reason to continue to arrange 

school concerts. We then formed the club RockParty. December 16th, 1981.” (Putte S) 

 

Already from the beginning they were seen as outsiders, but they also think that that has 

helped them in their ambitions: 

 

Sometimes I think that it was good for us that everybody worked against us; crazy young 

rebels were not really popular in the beginning of the 80’s. Well, perhaps they didn’t 

work against us, but nobody ever listened to us. Hultsfred was a town concentrated on 

manufacturing industry, and there were no education possibilities beyond high school. 

The local politicians lived in the old days; they were not bad people, but they did not 

understand that the local youth wanted concerts and festivals. Today, the official policy 

is that the festival is good for Hultsfred, but we have never seen any decisions to support 

the festival. I have been to some awkward meetings with the municipality board... It has 

become our strength that we have had to fix everything by ourselves. (Patrik A)  

 

The RockParty board was a group of friends, which has meant a strong sense of collectivity 

but also difficulties in handling conflicts: 

 

We are a bunch of old friends, we were always together in the beginning. If there was a 

party, we were there together, and other friends came along. But I think it was an initial 

strength that we were a quite small gang that were behind a lot of things. Today it is not 

really the same thing, people have families and want to get away from work sometimes. 



This has meant difficulties in handling budget overruns or layoffs; we have not been 

professional in such occasions since we are all old friends.  This is a sensitive thing, we 

must be professional but it shall also be fun to work here. (Patrik A) 

 

The board of RockParty was relatively small, and the way to make big things happen was to 

use voluntary forces when needed. Voluntary work for RockParty became the opposite thing 

to spending time in school: 

 

Our friends became the tools. At high school I was not popular among the teachers, 

because when we had concerts in the sports arena a lot of people were away from 

school helping us out. I’ve been at the deans office several times and promised to stop 

doing this, but I somehow forgot what I promised [laugh]. But today, many of our old 

teachers come up to us in the street and congratulate us to the successes. It was not that 

school was boring, we just did not see the practical use for all the theory. It was a relief 

to be able to slip off and do something practical. (Patrik A) 

 

The club and the festival grew fast, and since nobody had any knowledge of accounting or 

business matters, they used a very simple business model: 

 

I had to do everything since I was the only employee and RockParty started to grow. We 

had indoor concerts every week around the year and outdoor concerts every second 

week during summer season. The tactic was to make a profit out of the outdoor concerts 

and to spend the money on our favourite bands at the club. Some sort of anarcho-

capitalism, as I use to say.  (Gunnar L) 

 



Rock music and rock culture is not that deviant anymore, and the actors seem to choose more 

carefully when and in terms of what they want to challenge their context: 

 

Our fascination for music has always been there, and we early decided to make 

Hultsfred a concept within rock music. We are not that rebellious anymore, we are more 

of an institution now. We are forty instead of twenty years old, and we have assumed a 

more politically correct view on things like teenagers getting drunk during the festival. 

We often did not listen to criticism before, and today we do understand it in another 

way. (Nisse J) 

 

The festival is still an independent thing, so in that sense we are still rebels. A feminist 

rock association is now being started up, and they have had a rookie-camp with Marit 

Bergman2. We will work more with things like that. (Putte S) 

 

5.2 Music industry as deviation 

In Hultsfred, the RockCity building represents a deviance from the traditional way of working 

and living. When the members of the original RockParty board grew up, they felt predestined 

to a life as a factory worker: 

 

In high school it was just a matter of time when to graduate and what factory to start 

working for. It was just to go there and say that ’I’m Bertil’s son’, and I would get a job 

on the spot. (Putte S) 

 

                                                
2 Emergent Swedish rock star that has collaborated with RockParty to find ways to help young women to enter 
the rock music industry. 



Even after more than a decade of festival organising, they saw themselves as just a bunch of 

rockers unable to do real business. However, they got indications that their experiences could 

be useful for other sorts of operations as well:  

 

One day when I came down to the Unemployment Agency, there were a new adviser 

there that just had come to town, and she said that the VARTA factory needed a new 

CEO. ‘I can’t apply for CEO at VARTA’, I said, my high school grades didn’t really 

match that job. And then she said that I had led festival projects with thousands of 

people involved, and at VARTA there were only 400 employees. Then, we realised that 

what we had done was something more than just any voluntary work. That year, 1994, 

we started to ask ourselves if we could start other business operations besides just 

arranging concerts. (Putte S) 

 

The festival was also met by scepticism by banks and other institutions. When they built their 

first concert hall, they were forced by the bank to own the building personally, since the bank 

did not trust the RockParty club to be a responsible debtor. The music industry represented 

another economic logic than traditional industrial manufacturing, a logic that did not suit 

established models for credit evaluations: 

 

We have had festivals where we lost big money, and we have tried to solve it by selling 

inventory and taking personal loans. We have really been on the edge of bankruptcy 

sometimes. The festival business is risky, you know. And the bank has not been keen to 

help, not even with temporary credit for costs that will be repaid when the festival 

entrance fees flows in. Not even the municipality has been there for us. The 

characteristics of traditional manufacturing are built into the bank world, it has shaped 



their view on judging business risks. We are different, which means that they must have 

trust in us instead. Which they don’t.  (Patrik A) 

 

The constant lack of resources also meant that they never saw their operations as a going 

concern, rather than as separate events with unclear prospects for the future: 

 

The first ten years, we treated each festival as a unique project and did not dare to make 

any long-term plans. We have gradually assumed a long-term view, realising that there 

will actually be a festival the next years too. Now we can sign long-term agreements 

with landowners, and we make five-year plans and so on. That is not always good, if we 

have put something in the five-year plan we do not change it even if we should. This 

insight, that there will be a festival the next year too, makes us hold back on our wild 

ideas too much sometimes. (Patrik A) 

 

At some instances, there were also serious mistakes made, often due to over-optimistic 

assumptions on future revenues: 

 

I was among those who were sceptical about this building, I thought it to be too large 

for Hultsfred. I was a part of the project, but I always tried to argue for more careful 

estimations. You don’t really want to come down on the enthusiasts, but it appeared that 

our indoor concerts resulted in a loss of about one million3 the first year. The indoor 

concerts we have today is not at all of the same scope as intended from the beginning. It 

just had to be downsized. We had a loss of about 40 or 50 thousand4 every weekend.  

(Gunnar L) 

 

                                                
3 About 110.000 EUR. 
4 About 5.000 EUR. 



Music industry is still not fully understood, the actors claim. The only support and 

competence available is to be found in Stockholm, which is were the major companies in the 

industry are located. When they started IUC (the national music industry centre), the money 

came directly from the government, not from venture capitalists and banks, and the RockCity 

spin-off’s also deviate in the sense that they aim for survival rather than fast growth: 

 

Say that we have 60% of our venture capital left in three or four years, then we will be 

really satisfied. Then we will have accomplished a major change in this sleepy hollow. 

Today, we have had one company going bankrupt, one that we closed down, and the rest 

is still up and running. But everybody around saw us as idiots; banks, venture 

capitalists, authorities. We had to break all these prejudice saying that you cannot do 

anything with music outside Stockholm. Our companies are not that profitable, they live 

on a level suited for self-employment which means careful spending habits and survival 

despite recession. These people are here because they want to be here. The business 

development manager at the municipality is not really happy about this, he now has 

dozens of small companies to take care of instead of a single big one as it was before. 

(Lasse R) 

 

The actors themselves do not, however, think that their industry is that different. Instead, they 

want to be seen as a complement to other industries in the area, and they also want to learn 

from them: 

 

We travel around a lot, everywhere in fact. We have stolen a lot from the manufacturing 

industry, they are 100 years ahead of us. They have been working with strategic 

development since the beginning of 20th century, and the music business started to make 



money in the 1950’s. We are lagging 50 years behind. So we look at what they do, what 

they are good at, and then we try to steal it.  (Putte S) 

 

5.3 Maintaining the balance: Culture vs business 

The decision in the middle of the 1990’s to create spin-off operations from the festival 

awakened an old ideological dilemma in the actor network. RockParty had always been 

different both in terms of life style and music and as a form for economic value creation, and 

the general opinion was that they were a cultural association where money was a secondary 

thing. When it was suggested that some of the existing operations within the festival (such as 

catering) were to be transformed into companies aiming for profit, many feared that 

traditional economic thinking would become the norm for the whole festival: 

 

There is a history here governing what you can do and not, a conflict between cultural 

and commercial values. The festival culture is still around, and some people have had 

rough times when trying to deviate from that. There have been a lot of discussions about 

the festival brand, and we are not through that at all. I think that it is important to stick 

to the original foundations for what we do. RockParty is the cultural part and the 

Metropol companies are the commercial part. (Frederika S) 

 

Even though the festival has remained a non-profit activity, economic thinking has indeed 

influenced and changes their way of doing things: 

 

Before, when you wanted a certain band, you just went for it. If someone younger wants 

to bring in an unknown band to the festival today, it might not be that easy. Today, 

everybody have a more developed sense for economic responsibility. Before, we brought 



in two famous artists and used the profits to pay for a bunch of unknown bands. We 

don’t do that to the same extent anymore. (Nisse J) 

 

Patrik Axelsson, long-time chairman of RockParty, has a dual role in both preserving the 

original ideology built on voluntary work and maintaining financial stability: 

 

We were 30 shareholders when we formed the first company, Metropol, but we have all 

sold our shares back to RockParty. We earn decent salaries – I get 27.000 SEK5 per 

month – but nobody has become rich. We run big business and have vast 

responsibilities, but I usually do not think about it, I might have a hard time sleeping in 

the night. Some people in Hultsfred has earned a lot of money, like those owning the 

festival grounds, coffee shops, restaurants and so forth, but we are not among them. It is 

a good thing that we haven’t owned this ourselves, even though that could have made 

some difficult decisions easier to implement. On the other hand, the spirit in this 

building might not have been the same. In the end, it is about daring to test ideas. 

(Patrik A) 

 

I’m a big critic and always ask who is going to pay for all this and who is going to make 

it happen. It’s a pity that I always assume that role. But I can live with that, in the end 

it’s always better not to let the visionaries run ahead all the time. I also have visions 

myself, but mostly I keep things together. (Patrik A) 

 

The conflict was even more serious when Putte brought in Lasse Rönnlund to support a 

number of small independent ventures in the house: 

 

                                                
5 About 3.000 EUR. 



Putte had decided to do what Roskilde6 had not been able to do, to create spin-off’s 

from the festival. The person that decides to do such a thing must be able to handle the 

reactions from the rest of the organisation. When he declared that we were going to do 

other things using the festival brand, a gigantic conflict broke out. If it had not been 

Putte, he had been thrown out at once. They wrote angry letters to each other and called 

me to meetings where they told me that I destroyed the festival brand and so on. My first 

year here mostly meant working internally to get permission to do new things, and I use 

to remind people about that now. It was just to take it cool, explain and deliver. (Lasse 

R) 

 

No one at RockCity does, however, claim that they are mainly interested in money and 

business. Putte’s view of this seem to be quite common among most of the actors: 

 

Like everybody, I have had to work elsewhere and I’ve also been registered as 

unemployed. I worked at the paper mill, for example. Throughout the 80’s, everyone 

worked on a voluntary basis, and around 1990 we were able to employ people. I don’t 

own anything of this, and that is a good thing. I was part-owner for a time, and that was 

not good; people started to think that we were earning money for ourselves. The 

entrepreneurs we try to support here think the same way; they want their main interest 

as their work, they want to have control over their life. The envy that we have seen is 

rather a part of the mentality of an old industrial town, where no one was allowed to 

raise above others. I like doing a nice deal, but a nice deal is primarily an 

acknowledgement that I have done a good job that someone appreciates and put a high 

value on. Money is not interesting unless they can be used for something funny. (Putte S) 

 

                                                
6 Danish university town housing one of the other major rock festivals in Europe. 



Still, Putte is most aware of the tensions, and knows that there will be future conflicts on the 

subject: 

 

What happens if the commercial parts of RockCity becomes bigger than the festival? A 

lof of people work with the festival and are proud of that, and what happens if 

something else appears that is bigger and consumes more resources? If it is put that 

way, there will definitely be a hot debate. (Putte S) 

 

5.4 Deviating from what? Local, regional, national and international arenas 

The relations to the local context has been problematic since the beginning. Rock music and 

rock culture was strange in itself , and the municipality was reluctant to support what was 

happening: 

 

Then [1990] we had a debate with the municpiality about us having destroyed the floor 

in the sports hall. It later appeared that it depended on a construction mistake, and that 

it had been actually destroyed by the athletes. But it was really not about who was to 

blame, they just didn’t want us on the premises. (Putte S) 

 

The lack of understanding has – among other things – implied a situation where the festival is 

accepted, but never embraced: 

 

The relations with the town are really bad, the expression that you never become a 

prophet in your hometown is an accurate image of what we have experienced. Look 

here, here’s a new brochure from the municipality intended to promote Hultsfred. Look 

at the pictures. Forests, forests, an airplane, a lake. And on the back side, a small 

picture from the festival. We are now making contacts with the teenagers in the town, 



and that have also made the parents more positive. But the Jante law7 still applies, and 

some people don’t like that we have received public funding. Even though all the money 

has been well invested. (Hanna R) 

 

The lack of local involvement has been somewhat disappointing to the actors in RockCity: 

 

It could be a problem that the locals here do not see the development possibilities in 

Hultsfred. You can now stay here after high school and become a university student, 

that could be used more locally. Likewise, the festival and RockCity could be used for 

other developmental purposes in the municipality. Seems like the politicians have some 

sort of built-in cowardness. I don’t understand why they don’t develop a music school 

and a high school that could accept students from other parts of Sweden. Everybody 

can’t stay here in RockCity of course, but we try to keep close contacts with those who 

moves. They are good discussion partners, we sometimes hire them as consultants, and 

they have a feeling for Hultsfred. (Putte S) 

 

I would have liked more local involvement, i.e. that people connected to Hultsfred would 

start projects here in RockCity. Sometimes I feel that there are too many external 

students that have been attracted by the strong brand of the festival. If you come from 

the outside it might appear that we have a strong local connection, but you never 

become a prophet in your hometown, so to speak. (Putte S) 

 

                                                
7 The Jante law is a set of aphorisms by the norwegian author Aksel Sandemose, intended to describe small-
mindedness and contempt for those who deviates in society. In Sweden, the Jante law is a widely known concept 
for the attitude that nobody should think that they are special and that nobody should be more ambitious and 
deviant than the rest of us. 



Most of the blame for RockCity not having became an established part of the local business 

life is put on the local politicians, who does not see what the rest of Sweden see in Hultsfred; 

the festival: 

 

In five years, there will be twice as many students, I think. And the festival, of course. 95 

% of the Swedish population think of the festival when they hear ’Hultsfred’, they don’t 

think of any manufacturing industry. We have had a better relation with the inhabitants 

of the town than with the politicians, the politicians have not been seen as representative 

in this matter. They are very positive when media direct their attention to the festival, 

but when you scratch the surface you see otherwise. (Gunnar L) 

 

The leading actors have also realised that their ambitions have taken them to another level, 

where the natural collaborators are to be found on a national level: 

 

The bigger we get, the more distance we get to the start of all this. It is not the same 

local connection as it used to be, and we are looking elsewhere for contacts and ideas. 

We don’t pile up money on bank accounts, they are re-invested in new projects. There 

are other values to care for here. (Frederika S) 

 

We have discussed a pure development company in which to gather all new projects, 

and we have also discussed to form our own venture capital firm here in Hultsfred for 

music industry ventures. Today, when you have an idea you must run around to all sorts 

of actors, and that is not easy to do when you are in Hultsfred. There are no venture 

capital here, it is in Stockholm. But in Stockholm they know too little about the music 

industry and too little about working outside Stockholm, so that makes it even harder. 

(Putte S) 



 

They also try to use different ’front persons’ depending on what context they operate in. Some 

people are the local faces of RockCity locally, Gunnar Lagerman symbolises the festival 

internationally, and Putte operates on the national level: 

 

My strategy is not to be seen locally. I might be on the cover page of Entreprenör8 and 

looked upon as the great businessman and all that, but at home I’m not seen at all. 

Instead, it is always the one that has been responsible or actually did the job. It’s 

important that you always try to put the others in the light, and I’ve tried to do that for 

five or six years now. (Putte S) 

 

Even though they are critical to the local connections, they are convinced that RockCity will 

nevertheless have a major impact on the town. They even formulate this in geographical 

terms: 

 

In a long-term perspective, our relation to the town will change through the students. I 

don’t expect any big projects downtown, though. I’m not even sure that the traditional 

city centre will be the centre in the future, but that is an unimaginable thought for the 

locals who built the big centre blocks in the 70’s. To us, the city centre is the road out 

here, and it might be more block of flats and businesses along that road than in the 

traditional city centre. (Putte S) 

 

The long-term vision is far beyond Hultsfred, at the same time as it means expansion in 

Hultsfred. If Hultsfred does not go to Europe, Europe will have to come to Hultsfred: 

 

                                                
8 A leading Swedish business magazine on entrepreneurship and business creation. 



The national music industry centre here has formulated a development programme for 

the Swedish music industry that we are now presenting to the government. It is a plan on 

how to develop the whole Swedish music industry, and in due time we will establish an 

European music development centre here in Hultsfred. That is the long-term target. 

(Putte S) 

 

5.5 In search of relevance: Contributing to society 

Already from the outset, the RockParty gang both loved and hated their home town: 

 

The idea was that you should stay here in Hultsfred, you should be able to live here and 

still go to concerts with your favourite bands. By time, a sense of local patriotism 

emerged, we wanted to show that you didn’t need to live in Stockholm. Stockholm was 

the heart of the country, everybody was to move there, there were the growth and the 

jobs. That became even more evident when the local factories here started to downsize. 

The general attitude became that after high school, you moved to Stockholm and 

everything was fine. Especially for the women. The guys stayed here to a greater extent. 

We somehow felt that we should work against that trend. And our way of doing it, it was 

through music. (Putte S) 

 

The problem with Hultsfred was – and is – economic stagnation and a lack of visions: 

 

To many, this house might be a way to stay here in town. There are a lot of us that have 

been here from the start, and the spirit definitely lives on. As compared to the days when 

I ran the record store, the town has stagnated. There are no commitment and 

enthusiasm there. This house is growing and there is rapid development here, but the 

city centre lags behind. The only thing you notice is that all houses are inhabited 



nowadays. Hultsfred has no business tradition, Vimmerby is the town of the merchants 

in this region. (Nisse J) 

 

What they like with Hultsfred is to know everybody, to feel that they are a part of a 

community: 

 

I have become a real Hultsfredian, you can actually find most things here. I’m not a big 

city guy, I don’t like anonymity. I really enjoy staying and speaking to people I meet in 

the supermarket. In Hultsfred, everybody always say hallo to each other in the street, 

which astonishes my friends from other towns. I have travelled a lot in the world and 

have friends at many places, but it is nice to come home and know everybody you meet. I 

like life in the small town. (Patrik A) 

 

To use RockCity as a tool for local development was not a natural thing, but it came to be 

through both emotional and business-related arguments: 

 

It was not a natural thing to expand during the 90’s, but we saw that we have had many 

people working for us during the festival that then ended up in Stockholm. We wanted to 

give them possibilities to live and work here in Hultsfred. It was both about keeping 

competence and friends here, it is not so fun to see people moving away. We do have a 

responsibility to society, it is about keeping up shops, schools, childcare and so on. 

(Patrik A) 

 

This house and this organisation is important for the future development of the town. 

Hultsfred has been an industrial town, and this is knowledge-intensive. A lot of people 

move to Stockholm, but not all of us wanted to do so. (Nisse J) 



 

In this sense, business and culture unites in the struggle for their hometown: 

 

It is a damned good feeling to have signed a nice deal, but what drives me is not to 

become rich myself. Nice deals means you can invest in new projects, make your dreams 

come true, bring in more entrepreneurial people. We are trying to change our whole life 

here through establishing new operations. I know several people who have said to me 

that they have stayed in town because of what we do here in RockCity. This house is for 

Hultsfred, anyone can borrow a key and go here! (Putte S) 

 

6. Discussion and conclusions 

In the Hultsfred case, the question of deviating is central to the actors’ conceptions of 

themselves in relation to society. They are even cherishing their own self-image as deviators 

as a kind of prerequisite for their success, i.e. that their entrepreneurial processes imply co-

construction of both the content of the process and its relation to the context. The relation to 

the context is mostly twofold, though, in the sense that it is usually constructed both in terms 

of deviating and belonging. In the early years, deviating implied rebellionship and 

rebellionship implied that belonging was something sought for internally in the actor network. 

Today, deviating is the same thing as moving ahead of the rest of community; belonging to 

society is to take responsibility for its future development rather than be conformist. In order 

to summarise this development and contribute to the ongoing discussion about how deviations 

and belongings are constructed in entrepreneurial actor networks, we have chosen to identify 

a number of analytical themes that are derived from the above narratives. 

 

From being deviants to becoming deviators. The core in entrepreneurship definition – to be 

outsiders in the same as they are connected and involved in community - is their identity. 



They have problems with legitimizing the industry; people cannot identify with rock music 

because they cannot link their own life to that life style. As an instance of entrepreneurship it 

is also outside traditional local identities, since it deviates on terms of industry and through its 

emphasis on collectivity and equality. From the beginning, the actors also deviated as persons 

since they were punks, which meant that they looked different, acted different and thus 

created a distance between themselves and ‘ordinary people’. By time, they have become 

‘ordinary people in the sense that they have bought houses, formed families and normalised 

their dress-code. It has meant that they are more likely to be accepted for who they are, even 

though the business deviates. 

 

Actor network extension as a way of constructing internal deviations and belongings. The 

notion of entrepreneurship as fun, creative – but responsible – deviations is also central to the 

culture within the RockCity organisation. They constantly strive to bring in young, 

enthusiastic people that will challenge and change taken-for-granted perspectives, but the long 

successful past is not always supporting this. A major internal conflict emerged when some of 

the members wanted to create a group of profit-seeking companies out of the festival brand; it 

was seen as too much of a deviation from the RockParty ideals. And there are also examples 

of individuals that have left the organisation because they were to individualistic and that way 

of being is not accepted in the organisation. There are also examples of people that left 

because the lack of structure and rules; there is an internal story about a man who 

continuously asked for a work description, and resigned when someone handed over a blank 

sheet of paper and a pen to him. By all means, they still try to encourage independent, deviant 

and responsible action throughout the organisation. For a small group of deviant people 

whose ambitions are met by scepticism by the local context, it is definitely a challenge not to 

become victims of groupthink (Janis, 1972), and the focus on basic values (such as 

entrepreneurialism) rather than consensus in single projects seem to make this work. 



 

Organising deviations as a core competence. The actors at RockCity also see their 

organisation as a haven for continuous entrepreneurship; they never want to become just an 

ordinary firm. Even though the founders now live family lives, they still want their 

organisation to take risks, to challenge, and to contribute to the Hultsfred community. 

Newness is a part of the internal culture of the organisation, and a lack of external legitimacy 

is to a large extent something that strengthens their internal view of what is legitimate. They 

organize their new project ideas in a special department and they also have individual “idea 

banks” with potential ventures that can be picked up later on. Often ideas rest for a while and 

are used when the timing is right (cf Cohen et al, 1972). 

 

Local community as the beloved ‘other’. The local community of Hultsfred has been a 

threatened and stagnating environment throughout their lives, but it is also an environment 

that they cherish and want to protect. Through their interest in rock music they deviate from 

the traditions on how and what should be done in this community; they create something new 

and unexpected in this peaceful little town. At the same time, you cannot live in a small 

community just as a deviant, and the members of RockParty soon realised that they also had 

an important mission where they lived. Still deviating at the same time as they are constantly 

networking to find allies and supporters, they actively work to make Hultsfred a part of the 

emerging TIME-sector9 in Sweden. Expansion and profits are only important as tools for 

enabling people to stay and live in Hultsfred, but nowadays they recruit people from outside 

the community. In this work, the images of the local community as still focused on traditional 

forest industry and the town centre as a stagnating housing area are maintained as ‘the other’ 

to which they want to contribute.  

 

                                                
9 Telecommunications, Information technology, Media and Entertainment. 



Decreasing liability of newness through redefining whom to be liable to. If we only focus on 

the relation between RockCity and its local environment, the Hultsfred case could be seen as a 

case of ‘liability of newness’ (Stinchcombe, 1965, Aldrich & Fiol, 1994), where deviance 

from institutionalised norms imply problems for the entrepreneurial process. It is still not easy 

to convince the community of the benefits of what they are doing; in comparison to all the 

steady jobs at the local factories, rock festivals and music management is not really expected 

by the average citizen to imply any significant advantage for the town. In this case, however, 

newness has also been an asset for everybody involved – so much an asset that the RockCity 

gang has tried to preserve parts of it. Instead of conforming to norms, they build networks 

with those that share their view of reality – and their ‘degree of deviance’ also fluctuates over 

time. Their legitimacy and sense of belonging seem to rest not in the different entrepreneurial 

processes that they initiate – those are usually met with scepticism – but in the long-term 

ambitions and ideals that they try to maintain.  

Deviating in terms of international network and building trust outside the local 

community is also something new in the local business life in Hultsfred. The market for the 

festival and RockCity is not limited to southeast Sweden, people come there from all over 

Europe. In that sense the RockCity group deviates from local industries which produce local 

services and compare themselves with other companies in Sweden. RockCity orient 

themselves towards big festivals in Europe and the international music industry, and in that 

sense they deviate from how a typical Hultsfred industry act in relation to local society. To 

protect and build industries upon local culture resources are important for many provinces in 

Sweden and other countries. RockCity use the name Hultsfred, but the resources they use are 

not traditional resources from that area in Sweden. 

  

The problem of deviating from local community while conforming to other communities. The 

business deviation from institutionalized action patterns in society is not an easy task and 



there is a clear tension which is manifested in Hultsfred by the placement of of RockCity at 

the edge of the town limits. The local community do not use the Hultsfred festival as a 

marketing tool and they do not focus any school education on music. One tourist brochure on 

Hultsfred shows airplanes (though the military airfield has been closed down), forests, lakes 

and the last side shows a very small picture of the festival. The image of Hultsfred is 

constructed as not being the RockCity and festival. Another problem with this relation 

between the local community and RockCity is that young people growing up in Hultsfred do 

not involve themselves there to any significant extent. Instead people come from outside the 

town, for example the coast, and work or study for a while in RockCity. They then leave after 

some years for careers elsewhere and remain valuable network contacts to RockCity, but they 

do not improve the local community of Hultsfred.  

 

To conclude we can say that what we regard as entrepreneurship and deviating is always 

related to the local context. In Stockholm, music industry has been flourishing since the days 

of ABBA and is thus not regarded as deviating. There is also an ongoing construction of the 

delicate balance between deviating and belonging. For many persons involved in RockCity, 

their roots in Hultsfred and the feeling to belong to that community are most important. When 

the industry they work in deviates from traditions and local culture, their social belonging 

compensate that. What we mean with this is when we talk about deviating we must se it as 

many dimensions of an ongoing construction of belonging and deviating. The identity 

construction implied by this construction of deviation and belonging is an ongoing process 

that also serves to legitimise their entrepreneurship in the long run. 
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