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Abstract
Tourism is frequently proposed as a strategy to
revitalize rural economies. The current mushrooming of web platforms for the tourism sharing economy affords rural microentrepreneurs opportunities to capitalize on the growing demand for
authentic experiences. However, these platforms
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may actually be widening the socio-economic gap
between individuals across the digital and urban/
rural divides. In addition, the well-established
urban culture of entrepreneurial mentorship is not
taking hold in the rural areas, which direly need to
attract and support nascent entrepreneurs. Farms
are increasingly adopting tourism to diversify their
business models, and Extension agents are trusted
mentors par excellence of agribusiness entrepred
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neurs; therefore, this study explores the extent to
which Extension agents feel able to address the
mentoring needs of farm tourism microentrepreneurs. We measured both tourism e-microentrepreneurial self-efficacy (TeMSE) among farmers and
tourism e-microentrepreneurial mentoring selfefficacy (TeMMSE) of Extension agents. Results
show that farmers have relatively low self-efficacy
in the dimensions of e-marketing and marshalling
resources, and that agents may be efficacious mentors in these dimensions. Farmers also show low
self-efficacy in adapting to externalities; however,
agents do not perceive themselves as efficacious
mentors in this dimension. We conclude with a
discussion of practical implications for train-thetrainer strategies to enable farm tourism microentrepreneurship success.

Keywords
Agritourism, Farm Tourism, Entrepreneurial SelfEfficacy, Microentrepreneurship, Food Systems
Introduction
Tourism has been employed globally to revitalize
rural economies by leveraging natural resources,
cultural heritage, or the appeal of local champions
who strive to share their passions with visitors.
This is matched by a growing demand for authentic, unscripted experiences by hyperconnected
urbanites and fueled by the current mushrooming
of the tourism sharing economy (Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development
[OECD], 2016) and web platforms like Airbnb,
HipCamp, and HarvestHost. Tourism microentrepreneurs who provide experiences, food, lodging,
or transportation now have the ability to bypass
retail monopolies and mitigate information imbalances by making their services and products directly available to potential visitors (Ditta-Apichai,
Kattiyapornpong, & Gretzel, 2020). However,
there are concerns that the advent of web-based
sharing economy platforms may be widening the
socio-economic gap between individuals across the
digital divide by excluding microentrepreneurs with
unreliable access to the internet and limited computer skills (Morais et al, 2012; Payton, Morais &
Heath, 2015). In addition, they may show low
efficacy in other domains of entrepreneurial
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activity that may preclude them from investing
themselves in entrepreneurial opportunities
(Ferreira, Morais, Pollack, & Bunds, 2018).
Whereas the culture of mentorship is wellestablished in the urban incubator-accelerator techentrepreneurship context, there is limited evidence
that such a culture is taking hold in rural areas that
so direly need to attract and support nascent entrepreneurs (Halim, 2016, Hustedde, 2018; OECD,
2003). Frequently, Extension agents are trusted
mentors of agribusiness entrepreneurs, and farming
businesses are increasingly adopting tourism as a
component of their business model; therefore, this
study explores the extent to which rural development Extension agents in North Carolina feel able
to mentor farmers wishing to start or add value to
an existing farm tourism microbusiness. We first
measured tourism microentrepreneurial selfefficacy (Ferreira et al., 2018) among 29 farmers in
North Carolina. Secondly, we adapted this scale to
assess Extension agents’ tourism e-microentrepreneurial mentoring self-efficacy (TeMMSE). Third,
we did a paper-based pilot test with 24 agents participating in a statewide Extension conference.
Fourth, after incorporating feedback from the
pilot, we surveyed 54 agents in North Carolina selfidentified as being involved in advising farm tourism microentrepreneurs. Finally, we plotted the
data from both the farmer and agent samples on a
bidimensional matrix and compared the relative
location of each pair of datapoints: the farmers’
TeMSE versus the agents TeMMSE. Results show
that agents may be efficacious mentors in the
dimensions of e-marketing and marshalling
resources, but not in adapting to externalities,
which may require a train-the-trainer approach to
close the gap between the agents’ capabilities and
the farmers’ needs.

Literature Review

Rural Tourism and Agritourism
Tourism has been a major force in the rejuvenation
of depressed rural areas, which have been plagued
by distinct although related problems such as
population decline, disinvestment, industrialization,
and urbanization (Carneiro, Lima, & Silva, 2018;
Cunha, Kastenholz, & Carneiro, 2011; Lane, 1994;
Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020
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Sharpley & Sharpley, 1997). According to Lane
(1994), defining rural tourism simply as “tourism
which takes place in the countryside” (p. 9) detracts
from its multifaceted character and inherently and
erroneously assumes rural areas are static and immune to urban influence. Accordingly, rural tourism has taken many forms and has served many
purposes around the world, in the social, environmental, and economic spheres. For example, in
Japan, “green tourism” in the Kunisaki Peninsula
has contributed to raising public awareness and
gaining political support for the preservation of a
communal system of reservoirs that had been the
backbone of local agriculture for centuries until
urban exodus and industrialization sent the system
into disarray (Vafadari, 2013). In South Africa,
rural tourism was traditionally a “white man thing”
that accounted for almost the totality of demand
and supply and was for the most part a synonym of
wildlife tourism; eventually it branched out into
adventure tourism, cultural tourism, and ‘township
tourism,’ which has created economic opportunities for previously disenfranchised rural communities (Briedenhann & Wickens, 2004). Teixeira and
Ribeiro (2013) reported that a renewed interest in
the food practices associated with the lamprey in
rural Portugal led to a “retrenchment and revitalization of traditional means of capture, preparation,
and consumption among the local and visiting
populations” (p. 193).
Moreover, there has been an increased demand
for recreational activities on farms over the last
decades (Barbieri, Xu, Gil-Arroyo, & Rich,
2016). The continued price drop of commodity
crops also contributed to farm diversification, with
about two-thirds of portfolio farmers (i.e., farmers
with a diversified portfolio of income-generating
farm-related businesses) in Texas reporting having
diversified through agritourism (Barbieri &
Mahoney, 2009). However, the real importance of
agritourism as a component of farm income is
debatable (Chase, Stewart, Schilling, Smith, &
Walk, 2018; Schilling, Sullivan, & Komar, 2012).
For example, farmers may choose to charge
visitors directly for leisure and educational activities, or use them as a loss leader to increase direct
sales of produce or added-value products. According to Barbieri (2017), the wide range of activities
Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020

falling under the umbrella of agritourism and the
different strategies adopted by farmers to monetize
them seem to hinder objective assessments of the
real economic impact of agritourism.
Importantly, while farmers generally acknowledge important socioeconomic benefits from agritourism, they nonetheless identify primarily as
farmers and take pride in welcoming visitors to a
working farm (Tew & Barbieri, 2012). For example, initiatives like Fork2Farmer encourage foodies
to visit “authentic” local farms that supply the meat
and produce consumed at high-end farm-to-table
restaurants, while at the same time offering needed
agritourism training to interested farmers (Morais,
Jakes, Bowen, & Lelekacs, 2017). However, more
often than not, farmers do not have strong bridging ties with formal tourism business partners or
small business development agencies to support
them as they branch out into tourism-related
services (Ferreira, 2018).

Tourism Sharing Economy
Small and microenterprises have struggled to make
their goods and services visible to potential customers (Ferreira, Morais, & Lorscheider, 2015).
However, solutions that mediate information
exchanges between suppliers and potential customers may disrupt the control exerted by formal
distribution channels (Payton et al., 2015). Often,
these solutions take the form of web marketplaces
where microentrepreneurs can offer their services
to potential customers. Marketplaces such as
Airbnb, HipCamp, and Harvest Host allow suppliers to showcase their goods or services and help
potential customers navigate offerings (DittaApichai et al., 2020; Ferreira et al., 2015).
However, Morais et al. (2012) contend that the
economic power of the emerging sharing economy
is largely being tapped by hyperconnected urbanites. Similarly, Baum (2006) suggests that the “digital divide”—the gap observed between individuals
with ready access to information and communication technologies and those without such access—
exacerbates social and economic discrepancies
within societies. Therefore, web marketplaces are
largely failing to engage under-resourced rural
tourism microentrepreneurs who could benefit the
most from alternative income sources to support
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their vulnerable livelihoods (Morais, Ferreira,
Nazariadli, & Gharamani, 2017).

Tourism Microentrepreneurship
Tourism microenterprises employ five or fewer
employees and tend to operate in underregulated
business environments that allow low entry barriers, but typically do not afford stable livelihoods
or health benefits (Ferreira et al., 2015). Nevertheless, their small size and informal nature render
microenterprises nimble and easily adaptable to the
changing opportunities and challenges of business
landscapes (Mladenovic, 2013). It should be noted
that, in the scope of this paper, informality relates
more to the range of informal arrangements (e.g.,
labor, channels, structure, nonmonetary exchange)
than with the legal status of the firms (BoanadaFuchs & Boanada Fuchs, 2018).
Tourism microentrepreneurship is the process
of launching a new enterprise or adding value to an
existing one, relying partially on web marketplaces
to attract visitors and operating in any of the tourism sectors, employing no more than five people,
with the aim to meet a market need and permitting
the owner a desired livelihood and lifestyle (Ferreira et al., 2018). This definition helps differentiate
de facto tourism microentrepreneurship (Gardiner
& Dolnicar, 2018; Morais, Ferreira, & Wallace,
2017), from other microentrepreneurial activities
performed in the context of tourism, such as management, maintenance, or cleaning services supporting the burgeoning web-based short-term
accommodation rental market (Sigala & Dolnicar,
2018). Thus, in this paper we refer to the former,
that is, individuals who have a passion or hobby
which they are willing to share with visitors in
exchange for remuneration. These include microhoteliers (e.g., Airbnb.com, VRBO.com), providers
of cultural experiences (e.g., PeopleFirstTourism.
com, Vayable.com), or farmers offering farm-based
recreational and educational experiences (e.g.,
Fork2Farmer.com).
In North Carolina, agritourism appears to be
the most prominent expression of tourism microentrepreneurship, perhaps by capitalizing on the
state’s rich and diverse agriscape and its romantic
appeal to urbanites seeking to celebrate local roots
(Halim, Barbieri, Morais, Jakes, & Seekamp, 2020;
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Nazariadli, Morais, Bunds, Baran, & Supak, 2019).
Accordingly, the Visit NC Farms app currently lists
nearly 800 agritourism assets (e.g., farm experiences, farm stays and lodging, tours and trails) and
claims to reach close to 10,000 active users (Visit
NC Farms, n.d.). Moreover, in a survey of 207
farms across North Carolina, Ferreira (2019)
reported that the sales of farm experiences, tours,
and stays to visitors were deemed at least very
important by 45.4% of farmers, accounting for an
estimated 14.4% of total farm income. Finally,
agritourism offerings in the state may include a
diverse set of educational, farm-based recreation,
recreational self-harvest, hands-on, and other
nonagricultural recreation (e.g., bounce castles,
swings) activities (Brune, Knollenberg, Stevenson,
Barbieri, & Schroeder-Moreno (2020).

Importance of Tourism Microentrepreneurship
According to McGehee and Kline (2008), microentrepreneurship is well suited to the context of
rural tourism development, because it “harmonizes
with the philosophy that problems are best solved
by solutions generated from inside the community,
and that external consultants are not needed to
propose successful strategies for economic redemption” (p. 123). Likewise, many more authors
have called for an increase in the stimulation and
support of tourism microentrepreneurship by small
business development authorities (Ferreira, 2016;
K.C., 2015; LaPan, 2014; Mao, 2014; Nazariadli,
2018; Nyaupane, Morais & Dowler, 2006).
The demand for authentic local tourism
experiences (i.e., travel to non-touristy, off-thebeaten path, unspoiled places, and doing what
locals do) has grown steadily over recent years
(Destinations International, 2019; Week, 2012), but
the question of who should train, organize, support, and promote these microentrepreneur providers of experiences remains largely unanswered
(Morais, Ferreira, Nazariadli, & Ghahramani,
2017). These and other tasks would normally fall
under the local Tourism Development Authority
(TDA) sphere of influence. However, the informal
nature of these businesses coupled with the TDA’s
revenue model, largely dependent on the collection
of “bed tax” from the formal hospitality sector,
have been a hindrance to investment in the
Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020
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creation and nurture of networks of microentrepreneurs. With scarce institutional support and limited
opportunities for role modeling, individuals may
doubt their ability to become entrepreneurs and
shy away from economic opportunities.

Self-efficacy Theory
Self-efficacy, defined as one’s belief in one’s ability
to succeed in a target behavior, is a dominant theoretical paradigm used to explain people’s motivation, effort, and perseverance in a task (Bandura,
1977). Self-efficacy theory holds that if people
perceive themselves to be capable of accomplishing certain activities, they are more likely to undertake them in the future (Alkire, 2005). Moreover,
self-efficacy will also influence an individual’s level
of motivation, as reflected in how much effort one
will exert in a task, and how long one will persevere
in the face of obstacles (Bandura, 1980). Ferreira et
al. (2018) adapted the construct to the context of
tourism microentrepreneurship, and developed the
Tourism e-Microentrepreneurial Self-Efficacy
(TeMSE) scale, which can be used to measure the
five facets of the construct: Pursuing Innovation,
Marshalling Resources, Adapting to Externalities, Aligning Core Purpose with Self, and e-Marketing (see Table
1). They defined TeMSE as one’s belief in one’s
ability to successfully perform the various roles and
tasks of microentrepreneurship in the tourism ebusiness sector.
It should be noted that one distinctive feature
of self-efficacy theory is that, unlike other motivational theories, it is task-specific (Bandura, 1977).
This is important because diversified farming is
inherently entrepreneurial. Accordingly, McKee
(2018) notes that small-scale farmers find themselves in a constant battle “to innovate new ways to
distinguish themselves and their offerings, though
successful strategies may then be taken up by competitors with more resources, forcing these farmers
to innovate again” (p. 67). While these experiences
may contribute to efficacy expectancies generalizable to other domains of the farmers’ lives (Sherer
et al., 1982), we argue that the roles and tasks of
agritourism are significantly different from farming.
Therefore, specific examination of TeMSE is both
relevant and necessary for the purpose of this
study.
Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020

Training and Mentoring
Compared to their urban counterparts, rural entrepreneurs may be at a disadvantage for a number of
reasons, such as limited opportunities for financial
capital and access to grants, insufficient transportation systems, local politics incompatible with entrepreneurial freedom, and lack of support networks
and entrepreneurial role models (McGehee &
Kline, 2008). Accordingly, in the broad scope of
entrepreneurship, mentoring has been identified as
an effective vehicle for acquiring networking
opportunities (Dymock, 1999), as well as elevating
self-efficacy, validating one’s entrepreneurial selfimage, and lowering a sense of solitude (St-Jean &
Audet, 2013).
Mentoring is a voluntary, committed, dynamic,
extended, intensive, and supportive relationship
characterized by trust, friendship, and mutuality
between an experienced, respected person and a
novice, with the purpose of socializing the latter in
a new role and promoting self-efficacy (Hayes,
1998). Although mentoring has become a common
practice in the tech start-up apparatus (Memon,
Rozan, Ismail, Uddin, & Daud, 2015), such an
approach has not been deployed yet in the realm of
tourism microentrepreneurship, certainly not systematically and not to scale. Accordingly, Halim
(2016) called for the establishment of a system that
would enable mentoring in rural areas, in which
established entrepreneurs mentor young or start-up
farm tourism microentrepreneurs. The absence of
such a system seems to undermine the success of
these ventures, especially when entrepreneurs find
themselves on their own amidst a highly volatile
regulatory environment and a changing economic
landscape at the intersect of tourism, agriculture,
and local politics (Halim, Morais, Barbieri, Jakes, &
Zering, 2016).
Although further research is needed to ascertain the effectiveness of a mentoring program
under these specific conditions, the question we
ask for the moment is who should start such a
system? Who has privileged access to the communities and, more importantly, to the individuals
who might choose to operate underground to
survive the inquisitive arm of regulatory bodies?
Who has the institutional framework to take this
effort to scale?
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The Role of Cooperative Extension
Cooperative Extension is the largest outreach program at North Carolina State University, reaching
millions of North Carolinians each year through
local centers in the state’s 100 counties plus in the
Eastern Band of the Cherokee Indians (NC State
Extension, n.d.). It was established through the
Smith–Lever Act of 1914 with the aim of providing all citizens with access to the wealth of knowledge generated by public universities. It provides
educational programming in five key areas, including maintaining viable communities, which seems
to align well with opportunities for the economic
rejuvenation of depressed rural areas enabled by
new economies like tourism.
Given the role of Cooperative Extension in
rural North Carolina, it is arguably the agency best
positioned to establish and scale up a much-needed
culture of entrepreneurial mentorship outside the
state’s urban centers. This may trigger a new set of
questions: are extension field agents subjectknowledgeable to mentor tourism microentrepreneurship? Are they confident they could actually
mentor farm tourism microentrepreneurs? In other
words, are field agents efficacious in mentoring
farm tourism microentrepreneurship?
While conventional entrepreneurial training
has focused on business processes, from basic
management practices to identifying and exploiting
opportunities, Lucas and Cooper (2004) call for
approaches that demystify the entrepreneurial process and build self-belief that aspiring entrepreneurs might have what it takes to succeed in business. The route we are exploring is mentorship. We
propose that government agencies such as Cooperative Extension in North Carolina stand in a
privileged position to take on the much-needed
role of mentoring farm tourism microentrepreneurs.
Land-grant universities and Extension emerged
from the growing need to have higher education
available and geared toward the practical interests
of common people (Key, 1996). In particular,
Cooperative Extension provides educational programming in five areas: (1) sustaining agriculture
and forestry; (2) protecting the environment,
(3) maintaining viable communities; (4) developing
responsible youth; and (5) developing strong,
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healthy and safe families. Efforts toward creating a
vibrant tourism scene consisting of responsible
locally owned businesses could foster any of these
five areas in any given small town. Finally, Weber
(1987) states that it is incumbent on Cooperative
Extension to offer training curricula to increase the
community’s knowledge base with the goal of
building local capacity. However, while we
acknowledge the role of Extension and the dedication of its agents, there is some evidence that training curricula are adapted from formal business
sectors and are not based on assessments of the
rural tourism microentrepreneurs’ specific needs
(Ferreira, Morais, Bunds, & Pollack, 2016). Also, as
posited by Morais, Ferreira, Nazariadli, and
Gharamani (2017), when the agency’s efficiency is
measured primarily by the number of clients (farmers) served, the incentive is for agents to deliver
one-time workshops with large groups, in lieu of
personalized accompaniment in the field, along the
lines of mentoring.
The work of Cooperative Extension agents is
even more important when we zoom out and consider the place that small farms and farmers occupy
in the U.S. food system. Increased concentration of
food production in the hands of partial oligopolies
(Howard, 2016) and the financialization that prioritizes shareholder value over nutritious food and
decent livelihoods, occlude social concerns as mere
“externalities” (Clapp & Isakson, 2018) and leave
small farms and farmers in a vulnerable market
position. As they cannot compete by price with the
heavily subsidized, large-scale producers, these
microentrepreneurs need to bet on quality and
diversify their offer beyond the actual crops, to
include knowledge as a product. Specifically, it is
no longer enough for the microentrepreneur to
advertise “local” produce, since large retailers such
as Wal-Mart have moved in to capitalize on this
label, alienating the actual producers (Bloom &
Hinrichs, 2017). Small producers then need to
creatively adapt to such power imbalances, and it is
here where the work of Extension agents can
complete the puzzle: in inviting the foodies and the
travelers to the farm, microentrepreneurs are at the
forefront of agri-food movements that challenge
the status quo of industrial food production, which
alienates people from the land (Hinrichs &
Volume 10, Issue 1 / Fall 2020
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Eshleman, 2014) and deskills consumers (Jaffe &
Gertler, 2006). Local entrepreneurs are key actors
in rural development, but they need institutional
and infrastructure support and an incentive structure that allows them to gain a foothold in the
contested economic market (Dickes & Robinson,
2014). Extension agents are in a position to offer
the kind of assistance that allows microentrepreneurs to diversify their abilities and overcome
institutional barriers.

Purpose
Tourism microentrepreneurship stands to be a
critical mechanism through which host communities gain access to socio-economic benefits from
tourism and may even gain a degree of control of
the tourism development in their communities
(Ditta-Apichai et al., 2020; LaPan, Morais, Wallace,
& Barbieri, 2016; Nazariadli et al., 2019). However,
little is known about the process through which
host community members become involved in
tourism microentrepreneurship and about the
ability of public systems to enable their growth and
success. Accordingly, this study examines the
microentrepreneurial self-efficacy of 29 farm tourism microentrepreneurs, as well as the perceived
ability of local empowerment agents in the region
to become mentors to those farmers. The purpose
of this study was to identify areas in tourism microentrepreneurial activity where farmers could benefit from long-term accompaniment by Extension
agents, as well as other areas where the flow of
information could be in the opposite direction—
that is, farmers may have accumulated experience
and specific knowledge unknown to the agent. We
hypothesize that this bidirectional flow of information could have two major implications:
(1) Increase the success of farm tourism
enterprises,1 and
(2) Increase farm tourism specific knowledge
of the Cooperative Extension institution.

Methods
This study is grounded in a strong emic perspective
of rural and farm tourism microentrepreneurship,
drawing on the team’s extensive experience in the
development of networks of microentrepreneurs in
North Carolina. Part of this work was done in
tandem with Extension agents, who nominated and
introduced potential tourism microentrepreneurs in
the community. This endorsement was instrumental because it granted us access to community
members and dissipated suspicions about our
intentions.
This study is composed of two complementary
parts, which involved surveying two distinct populations using two different instruments. The first
part refers to the measurement of tourism microentrepreneurial self-efficacy among 29 farmers in
North Carolina, via phone. The second part refers
to the measurement of mentoring self-efficacy
among 54 extension agents, via an online survey.
To make sense of the data, we plotted the results
from both samples on a bidimensional matrix and
compared the relative location of each pair of
datapoints.
Measuring TeMSE
The development of the TeMSE scale was
informed by longitudinal participatory actionresearch with rural tourism microentrepreneurs by
Ferreira, Morais, Pollack, and Bunds (2018), and
has been applied successfully to measure tourism
microentrepreneurial self-efficacy of farmers
(Ferreira, 2019). We administered the scale via
phone to 29 farm tourism microentrepreneurs
participating in the People-First Tourism project
(P1t) in North Carolina, an initiative led by North
Carolina State University with the aim of supporting individuals interested in pursuing sustainable
livelihoods through tourism microentrepreneurship.

1 Farm

tourism enterprise success can be defined in a variety of ways beyond just profit. For example, in a study about women in
agritourism, Halim (2016) found that in addition to general indicators of entrepreneurial success (e.g., contentment, peer-recognition),
microentrepreneurs felt successful because agritourism also provided appreciative customers and ensured the perpetuation of their
farms.
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Defining Tourism e-Microentrepreneurship Mentoring
Self-Efficacy and Developing a Scale
The TeMSE questionnaire (i.e., the scale used to
survey the 29 farmers) was modified to capture the
new construct—Tourism e-Microentrepreneurship
Mentoring Self-Efficacy—defined as one’s belief in
one’s ability to successfully provide guidance and
promote self-efficacy among tourism e-microentrepreneurs. Thus, the segment “I am able to…”
which started all items of the TeMSE scale, was
replaced with “I am able to provide guidance to
microentrepreneurs on how to…”. For example,
TeMSE item “I am able to create experiences that
fulfill tourists’ interests” was changed to “I am able
to provide guidance to microentrepreneurs on how
to create experiences that fulfill tourists’ interests.”
The scale was pilot tested with 24 participants in a
statewide Cooperative Extension conference who
registered for a workshop on tourism web marketplaces. No wording issues were detected, and item
variances and means were within acceptable values.

Measuring Tourism e-Microentrepreneurship
Mentoring Self-Efficacy
A link to an anonymous survey on Qualtrics was
sent to select departments through the official NC
Cooperative Extension listserv. Respondents
selected themselves on the basis of whether their

work entailed, to some extent, direct contact with
farmers, artisans, storytellers, or entrepreneurs of
any kind, as instructed in the e-mail message. To
increase response rate, two follow-up emails were
sent on different days of the week and different
times. Fifty-four valid surveys were returned.

Findings and Discussion

Farm Tourism Microentrepreneurs’ Self-Efficacy
Most respondents held either a bachelor’s degree
or postgraduate studies (61%), there were more
males (71%), the average age was 54 years old, and
Caucasian/White was the most prevalent ethnicity
represented by far (64%). The USDA (2017)
statewide census of NC agriculture reports that
67% of farmers are male, averaging 58 years old,
and predominantly White (94%). Ten farmers
reported not having any earnings from tourism at
the time but were setting up to start receiving
visitors. Average earnings from those who were
currently offering experiences were 14% of their
total livelihood.
In Table 1, it becomes apparent that elevating
TeMSE dimensions Adapting to Externalities, eMarketing, and Marshalling Resources is a priority and
warrants dedicated attention from rural development authorities, if farm tourism microentrepre-

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Reliability for Microentrepreneurs’ TeMSE
Number
of Items

Cronbach's
Alpha

Mean (1–5)

Striving for better ideas or methods, or integrating new
approaches that address ever changing market demands,
and improve competitive advantage

2

.49

4.18

Adapting to Externalities

Capitalizing on or mitigating nuances in the legal landscape
affecting conditions the tourism sector that are out of their
control

3

.51

3.66

Aligning Core Purpose
with Self

Articulating to stakeholders a core purpose of the business
in line with personal idiosyncrasies and in support of a
desired lifestyle

4

.54

4.24

e-Marketing

Effectively using social media and web applications to
market their businesses and engage with visitors and peers

2

.90

3.57

Marshalling Resources

Assembling resources of different kinds (e.g., communal
labor, business partnerships, support from local agencies)
to support business

3

.50

3.67

Mean

3.86

Dimension

Brief description

Pursuing Innovation
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neurship is to fulfill its role of a powerful rejuvenator of underresourced areas.
Low values on Adapting to Externalities could
reflect the ambiguity of information in respect to
licenses, insurance, and taxes due for a tourism
business. Airbnb is a good example: some cities
have opted for full prohibition, whereas others
have taken a laissez-faire approach (Nieuwland &
Van Melik, 2020); in specific jurisdictions, occupancy taxes are collected and paid automatically by
the platform, while in others the microentrepreneur may need to collect them manually (Airbnb,
n.d.). Regulatory ambiguity is apparent in a peculiar
anecdote wherein one of the participating farmers
was denied a lodging license for his log cabin by
county authorities, but would be abiding by the law
if he chose to rent it through Airbnb.
Some entrepreneurship theorists argue that the
ability to adapt to change and leverage ambiguity
are among the most important entrepreneurial
skills (Moberg, 2013). Mladjenovic (2013), in the
scope of microentrepreneurship, advises that being
aware of taxes and other legal issues such as business structure (i.e., sole proprietorship, limited
liability company, corporation, or partnership) is
important to protect one’s business interests. For
example, until recently, outsourcing was considered
unnecessary and too costly for microenterprises,
but now is considered an available and affordable
resource to save money and time and add
efficiency to the venture.
Finally, e-Marketing, also shows a low mean
value.2 Although it could be argued that the reason
behind the low mean is the relatively old age of
farmers in the sample, this argument falls short
when one looks at the high education level, with
61% holding either a bachelor’s degree or postgraduate studies. In fact, doing social media diligently can be a cumbersome task and take away
from pressing tasks at hand (McKee, 2018). Doing
it haphazardly undermines audience engagement
and might lead to content becoming outdated,
which can be perceived as sloppy management.
However, if used judiciously, social media platforms such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter
2

can help the microentrepreneur meet people and
build relationships that in due course can translate
into sales (Mladjenovic, 2013).
In order to reach underresourced tourism
microentrepreneurs, Ferreira, Morais, and
Lorscheider (2015) used the NC Cooperative
Extension publication system to diffuse a fact sheet
that explains in plain language how to use web
marketplaces to reach untapped markets. Two
hundred hard copies were distributed to a number
of Cooperative Extension offices and local destination management organizations throughout the
state, and a link was made available.3 In addition,
the research team paired with leading Extension
directors to deliver train-the-trainer workshops to
field agents, with the purpose of elevating the
agents’ tourism e-microentrepreneurship mentoring self-efficacy, enhancing and multiplying the
impact of the research.
The results on Marshalling Resources seem to
capture farmers’ difficulty in getting the institutional support necessary to validate their business
and grant access to financial resources, certifications, training, and expertise. Halim (2016) found
this struggle to be even harder among women farm
tourism microentrepreneurs, as they lack the resources and credibility as farmers while at the same
time juggling traditional roles. Secondly, there
might be some concern and mistrust from other
local businesses that might undermine the strengthening of bonds between tourism businesses and
those in the primary and secondary sectors. For
example, Nyaupane, Morais, and Dowler (2006)
reported a disruption of traditional kinship and
community bonds, in particular conflict and disharmony, between lodge owners and farmers in a
tourist destination in Nepal. Finally, the unavailability of helpers when the need arises might have to
do with the seasonal character of tourism and that
demand is stronger on weekends and holidays.
Halim, Morais, Barbieri, Jakes, and Zering (2016)
found the latter to be the most prominent challenge among women in agritourism in North Carolina, for it adds to their already heavy burden of
work, which keeps them from investing in long-

While contextual factors such as rural broadband issues may play a role, they are outside the scope of this paper.

3 http://content.ces.ncsu.edu/using-web-marketplaces-to-reach-untapped-markets
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term planning for the farm and thus hinders their
capacity to harness its growth potential.
Some authors have proposed strategies to
overcome the inability to marshal resources among
rural microentrepreneurs. Morais, Ferreira,
Nazariadli, and Ghahramani (2017) described how
P1t microentrepreneurs are organized in networks
that promote both cooperation and competition,
or “co-opetition” (Nalebuff & Brandenburger,
1997), to improve social capital, namely bonding
ties between microentrepreneurs, and bridging ties
with organizations and partners that might bring
them opportunities and access to resources not
readily available within the network (Narayan &
Cassidy, 2001).

Agents Mentoring Self-Efficacy

Microentrepreneurship Mentoring Matrix
To ascertain whether agents are equipped and confident to mentor their clients, or, in other words,
are “able to provide guidance to microentrepreneurs,” we developed the Microentrepreneurship
Mentoring Matrix (M3). This tool is loosely adapted
from the performance-importance analysis, a
framework used extensively in hospitality and
tourism research because of its simplicity (Lai &
Hitchcock, 2015). The M3 analyzes quality attributes on two dimensions, in this case microentrepreneurs’ and mentors’ self-efficacy. These dimensions are then integrated into a matrix that helps to
identify pressing training needs in the field and
devise the most appropriate strategic options to
overcome them. Moreover, the M3 can be defined
by orthogonal axes that intercept at mean values of
TeMSE and TeMSE-Mentor, creating four quadrants that inform four different strategies of intervention depending where the data points fall:

Data from the survey with Extension agents
revealed that the majority of respondents (70%)
were White, 43% were aged between 50 and 59
years, and 54% were male. Regarding time spent
face-to-face with microentrepreneurs
Figure 1. Percent of Working Time Spent Mentoring
(i.e., in-person interaction with one
Microentrepreneurs Face to Face
individual or a small group), 35 of 54
respondents reported spending less
than 20% of their working hours,
whereas only 9 reported spending
more than 50% interacting directly
with microentrepreneurs (Figure 1).
These sobering figures are consistent
with Ensle’s (2005) assertion that
agent’s “enjoyment of teaching and
working with the public often gets
sidelined for endless paperwork with
unrealistic due dates” (para. 2).
The relatively small sample size
unfortunately did not enable a
Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Reliability for Mentors’ TeMMentSE
thorough exploration of the
underlying structure and relaNumber
Cronbach's
tionships between variables.
Dimension
of Items
Alpha
Mean
However, the exceptionally high
Pursuing Innovation
2
.90
3.38
alphas (Santos, 1999) found in
Adapting to Externalities
3
.87
2.40
the sample of mentors reveal
great dimension consistency and Aligning Core Purpose with Self
4
.91
3.28
anticipate an underlying
e-Marketing
2
.91
3.17
structure identical of the
Marshalling Resources
3
.78
3.25
structure of the original scale
Mean
3.10
(Table 2).
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(1) Outreach: Mentors are self-efficacious
whereas microentrepreneurs are not; need
for top-down flow of knowledge.
(2) Inreach: Microentrepreneurs are selfefficacious but mentors are not; opportunity for bottom-up flow of knowledge.
(3) Train the mentor: Neither mentors nor
microentrepreneurs are self-efficacious;
training the mentors has a multiplier
effect, increasing the number of microentrepreneurs exposed to applied research.
(4) Low priority: Both mentors and microentrepreneurs are self-efficacious;
resources should be directed to other
areas.
Analysis of the M3 (Figure 2) allows us to
clearly discern that the pairs TeMSE/TeMSE-

Mentor fall under three distinct categories, namely
Outreach, Low Priority, and Train the Mentor. The
data also indicate that there is not a category in
which tourism microentrepreneurs are sufficiently
self-efficacious to enable inreach to agents, that is, a
bottom-up distribution of entrepreneurial knowledge that would serve the agents in future
mentoring occasions.
Pursuing Innovation and Aligning Core Purpose with Self
are areas of least concern. The already reported
high level of ingenuity of microentrepreneurs, as
well as their strong ability to create and run a venture that encompasses their idiosyncrasies, are
matched by the agents’ mentoring self-efficacy in
these dimensions.
Conversely, the dimension Adapting to Externalities is a matter of high concern because neither

Figure 2. Microentrepreneurship Mentoring Matrix

Outreach

Train the mentor
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farmers nor mentors believe they are efficacious.
Here, the specificity of tourism in the marketplace
and the particular, often ambiguous, legal framework it falls under might contribute to the low
values of mentoring self-efficacy reported by mentors, who have been trained and are experienced in
other more traditional rural economic activities
such as agriculture, forestry, or fishery. Furthermore, our experience engaging with Extension
agents suggests that they are generally apprehensive
to comment on topics that may be related to farm
liability and permitting because there is ambiguity
about these topics and they have very tangible consequences to the welfare of the microentrepreneurs
they mentor. Considering that Extension agents are
public employees, they are naturally very apprehensive to provide advice about these topics out of
concern that it might get them into legal trouble. In
North Carolina this gap has been partially filled by
agritourism associations that invite insurance agencies to give presentations about their products during meetings and provide lists of insurance agencies interested in selling products for this kind of
risk protection. In addition, academic programs
engaged with this population (e.g., P1tLab) periodically invite county and municipality permitting
authorities to informal microentrepreneur gatherings with the goal of providing clarification about
applicable policies and enforcement in a
nonthreatening context.
The third and last category, Outreach, comprises the dimensions Marshalling Resources and eMarketing. Here, mentors appear to be slightly more
efficacious than farmers; therefore, in these areas,
Extension mentors seem already qualified to support farm tourism microenterprises. Accordingly,
agents should think of themselves as contacts who
can connect farmers with key local leaders, grants,
and support services that can enable microentrepreneurial success in the form of access to new
markets, partnerships with formal sector companies, funding, or help with marketing efforts. Likewise, by virtue of the intense online component of
Extension agents’ work, they are generally wellpositioned to mentor farmers on how to use social
media effectively to connect with current and
potential customers. In addition, agents can establish virtual networks of local farmers to fuel
94

communication between members for enhanced
intragroup support and to efficiently disseminate
information among them.
Results from this study confirm the innovative
character of current small-scale farming, as farmers
are pushed to diversify their agricultural and nonagricultural offerings, explore new markets, and
stay relevant in the local foods scene (McKee,
2018; Mikko Vesala, Peura, & McElwee, 2007). For
farmers, agritourism is an expansion of their selves,
a stage where they have a voice and a devoted
audience (Nazariadli et al., 2019), and a meaningful
and rewarding way to enable a desired lifestyle
(Ateljevic & Doorne, 2000; Barbieri, 2017). Whereas innovation, passion, and meaning abound
among farmers, many still struggle to effectively
deal with liability, secure resources from a variety
of sources, and make effective use of web
marketplaces.
Extension agents are recognized by farmers
involved in agritourism as a reliable source of assistance (Halim et al., 2020). Results also seem to
indicate that agents, in general, are comfortable in
such role, denoting the necessary skills, means, and
disposition to act as mentors. This is encouraging
because, in theory, agents can be effective sources
of guidance in matters related to two of the lowestscoring dimensions among farmers. These are
arguably the two most important areas in the feasibility of an agritourism venture: the ability to marshal resources and the ability to reach out to
customers.

Conclusions
Farm tourism microentrepreneurship has great
potential for rural development. It brings in new
money to those most likely to spend it locally, it
builds opportunities for place-based work and
income generation, it provides the authenticity
demanded by urbanites looking for genuine experiences of knowledge, people, and places different
from their own. As agribusinesses differentiate
themselves to include the provision of lodging,
experiences, and food products to tourists, so does
Extension’s role expand to encompass mentoring
of tourism microentrepreneurship. This study
reveals the specific needs and competencies of
farm tourism microentrepreneurs and contrasts
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those with the mentoring capabilities of Extension
agents. This is the first study of this kind; therefore, the findings provide only initial insight into
the mentoring context in rural North Carolina.
One apparent limitation of this study is the low
size of the sample of farm tourism microentrepreneurs. This, of course, is a consequence of our
resolve to administer the survey via phone in order
to include individuals whose perspectives would
likely be excluded had we opted for online surveying. Also, modest reliability scores on some of the
TeMSE dimensions suggest that the scale may
need refinement for application in the context of
farm tourism, and thus prudence is recommended
when considering scores for each dimension.
More research exploring needs and Extension
programs and resources should follow, in North
Carolina and in other regions. Additionally, a
similar approach to study mentoring gaps should
be employed in contexts markedly different from
North Carolina where other kinds of organizations
(e.g., international NGOs) fill in the role of
developing local tourism capacity.

The COVID-19 pandemic supershock brought
the entire service industry to its knees, but small
and microbusinesses have been affected the most
(Bartik et al., 2020; Fairlie, 2020). Moving forward,
as authorities implement recovery plans and make
resources available for microentrepreneurs, we
argue that mentorship can play an important role
in accelerating entrepreneurial action (Bacq,
Geoghegan, Josefy, Stevenson, & Williams, 2020).
Overall, it is noteworthy that this study departs
from traditional tourism capacity-building approaches that have focused on training local people
for qualified hospitality employment (see Hoefle,
2016; Massyn, 2008; and Nepal, 2007). Contrary to
earlier tourism research paradigms limited to exploring ways for local people to passively support a
tourism industry primarily concerned with meeting
demand, this study subscribes to the Manifesto of
the People-First Tourism Movement (Morais,
2017) that advocates research that advances ways
for local people to harness the economic muscle of
tourism in their own terms through tourism
microentrepreneurship.
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