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Abstract

Purpose: Rural entrepreneurship in areas confronted with environmental crises develops within a context of
resource constraints, livelihood transformations, and changes in spatial relations. Under such conditions, the
continuity of entrepreneurial activities cannot be explained solely by the individual characteristics of
entrepreneurs or the isolated presence of resources and institutional support. Rather, attention must be paid to the
relationships among actors, networks, resources, markets, infrastructure, and institutions within the ecosystem, as
well as to the ways in which these relationships change over time. Despite the growing literature on rural
entrepreneurial ecosystems, a substantial body of research has focused on identifying and categorizing the
constituent elements of ecosystems, while paying less attention to how relationships among these elements change
and are reorganized in response to chronic crises. Similarly, studies addressing environmental crises have
predominantly examined entrepreneurs’ responses at the individual, enterprise, or household level, whereas the
rearrangement of ecosystems in terms of social and economic networks, flows of resources and information,
market access, and spatial linkages has received comparatively limited attention. This issue is particularly
important in the rural areas of the eastern Zayandeh-Rud region of Isfahan, where the chronic water crisis and
weakening of agricultural livelihoods have transformed existing conditions of economic activity and spatial
relations. Accordingly, this study aimed to explain how the spatial and network relationships of the rural
entrepreneurship ecosystem are rearranged under conditions of chronic water crisis. The main research question
was how the water crisis reshapes relationships among actors, the flows of resources and information, access to
markets, and the strategies adopted by rural entrepreneurs, and how these changes contribute to transformations
in the spatial configuration of the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Methodology: The study was conducted within an interpretive paradigm using a qualitative design based on
systematic grounded theory. This approach was selected to move beyond identifying influential factors and to
develop a process-oriented explanation of how relationships within the rural entrepreneurship ecosystem emerge
and change. Accordingly, the study sought to identify and formulate the process through which the chronic water
crisis reorganizes relationships among actors, networks, resource flows, infrastructure, markets, and spatial
linkages within the ecosystem. Data were collected through 40 semi-structured interviews with rural
entrepreneurs, local managers, government officials and experts, entrepreneurship consultants, and academic
specialists. Field observations and documents were also used to complement and enrich the interview data. The
interview data, field notes, and documents were organized and analyzed using MAXQDA 20. The analysis
proceeded through three stages of open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding, concepts and codes
closely reflecting participants’ experiences and perceptions were identified. In axial coding, the emerging
categories were organized according to causal, contextual, and intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences in order to clarify the relationships among the components of the process under investigation. In
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selective coding, the categories were integrated around a central category and the paradigmatic model of the study
was formulated. Throughout the analytical process, constant comparison of data, theoretical memo writing, and
the development of conceptual relationships were used to refine and elaborate the categories. The credibility and
trustworthiness of the analysis were strengthened through member checking, peer discussion, triangulation, and
maintenance of an audit trail. In addition, Cohen’s kappa coefficient, with a value of 0.831, was used as a
supplementary indicator to assess the consistency of the coding framework.

Findings: The findings revealed that the central category was “forced spatial rearrangement of the rural
entrepreneurship ecosystem.” This category represents a process through which the declining reliability of
traditional livelihoods, limitations in local resources, and difficulties in accessing markets have encouraged rural
actors to reconstruct relationships, establish extra-local linkages, redirect resource flows, and use digital
communication and infrastructure. The water crisis and the weakening of agricultural livelihood foundations have
placed pressure on the previous configuration of economic and social relations and have resulted in the
reorganization of horizontal and vertical networks, resource and information flows, the mobility of labor and
goods, and rural-urban linkages. In this process, horizontal networks strengthen local capacities through
experience sharing, production aggregation, cooperation, and increased bargaining power, whereas vertical
networks provide access to external capital, technology, training, and markets. Consequently, some functions that
had previously been organized within the local context through traditional resources and activities have shifted
toward broader networks and linkages. Digital infrastructure has also enabled actors to partially compensate for
geographical distance and gain access to information, markets, and extra-local relationships, becoming one of the
mechanisms through which connections between entrepreneurs and their surrounding environment are
reorganized. However, the capacity to benefit from these mechanisms has not been equal among entrepreneurs
and villages. Geographic location, internet quality, professional experience, individuals’ positions within local
networks, and the extent of their connections with support institutions explain differences in access to and
utilization of emerging opportunities. Therefore, spatial rearrangement is neither a uniform nor an equal process;
rather, it is a conditional and uneven process shaped by interactions among networks, resources, infrastructure,
markets, and institutions. The findings further indicate that changes in one component of the ecosystem, such as
resource constraints or changes in market access, are interconnected with changes in other relationships and
courses of action and thereby affect the overall configuration of the ecosystem.

Conclusion: The paradigmatic model indicates that the water crisis is not merely an external constraint on rural
entrepreneurship; rather, it functions as a structural factor that disrupts the previous configuration of resources
and relationships and compels actors to reorganize the flows of capital, labor, knowledge, information, and
markets. Consequently, ecosystem adaptation occurs through the rearrangement of spatial and network
relationships rather than through the isolated strengthening of a single component. On the one hand, this
rearrangement contributes to economic diversification, broader access to resources and markets, and increased
adaptive capacity; on the other hand, it increases dependence on extra-local networks and spatial inequalities.
Thus, the adaptive capacity of the rural entrepreneurship ecosystem depends not only on the extent of resource
availability but also on the capacity of actors and networks to establish, maintain, and reorganize relationships
under changing conditions. Accordingly, this study conceptualizes the rural entrepreneurship ecosystem as a
spatial and relational system in which resources, networks, infrastructure, markets, and institutions are mutually
interconnected, and in which changes in environmental conditions can transform the configuration and pathways
of these relationships. The main contribution of the study lies in presenting a process-oriented formulation of
“forced spatial rearrangement of the rural entrepreneurship ecosystem” under water crisis conditions and
demonstrating the simultaneously adaptive and uneven nature of this process. Therefore, understanding rural
entrepreneurship under crisis conditions requires simultaneous attention to economic and social processes, actor
networks, flows of resources and information, and the spatial organization of relationships.
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Figure 1. Map of the study area
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Table 2. Data sources and their functions in the analysis process
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Table 3. Research reliability results using Kappa coefficient
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Figure 2. Paradigmatic model of the forced spatial rearrangement of the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem
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