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Abstract: Rural entrepreneurship is an important means to solve the problem of “rural decline” and is
also the focus of the “rural revitalization” strategy. The rural entrepreneurship ecosystem directly af-
fects entrepreneurial performance. Based on the configurational perspective, using the fuzzy-set quali-
tative comparative analysis (fsQCA) method, taking 85 typical rural innovation and entrepreneurship
demonstration counties in China as research samples, this study explores the impact path of the rural
entrepreneurship ecosystem composed of multiple factors on entrepreneurial performance and the
complex causal mechanisms behind it. The results show that market size, human capital, financial
capital, infrastructure (both hardware and software), and government scale cannot individually con-
stitute the necessary conditions for high or non-high rural entrepreneurial performance; there exist
two pathways driving high entrepreneurial performance in rural areas: a market-driven financing-
and-intelligence integration pathway and a government-supported infrastructure-assisted pathway.
Under certain conditions, there is a substitution relationship between rural entrepreneurial market
allocation and government intervention; there are two paths driving non-high rural entrepreneurial
performance, which are summarized into market—financing suppression and market—government
suppression according to the core driving factors. By systematically analyzing the impact of the rural
entrepreneurial ecosystem on entrepreneurial performance, and explaining the intrinsic logic and
path of high and non-high entrepreneurial performance based on the configurational perspective, this
paper provides a decision-making reference for further enhancing the entrepreneurial performance
in rural China and realizing rural revitalization.

Keywords: rural entrepreneurship; entrepreneurial ecosystem; entrepreneurial performance; configurational
effects; fsSQCA

1. Introduction

Industrial prosperity is a critical component of rural revitalization and serves as the
fundamental prerequisite for addressing rural challenges [1]. Rural industries, rooted
in county-level areas, leverage agricultural and rural resources with farmers as primary
stakeholders. These industries follow an integrated development path across primary,
secondary, and tertiary sectors, characterized by distinct regional features, active innova-
tion, and diverse business models. They play a crucial role in modernizing agriculture,
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fostering rural prosperity, and enhancing farmers’ economic well-being. Recent improve-
ments in the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem have catalyzed the emergence of returning
and migrating entrepreneurs. These individuals have introduced high-quality resources,
including modern technologies, production methods, and management concepts, into rural
areas. Consequently, they have activated urban-rural production factors, boosted farmers’
employment and income, and contributed to shared prosperity, thereby invigorating rural
industrial revitalization. Nevertheless, rural entrepreneurship faces numerous constraints
in sustainable development due to limitations in foundational infrastructure and conditions.
These challenges manifest primarily as a low-skilled rural workforce, stringent land-use re-
strictions for entrepreneurial activities, financial barriers, and inadequate infrastructure [2].
To address these issues, China established the Rural Revitalization Bureau and issued
the “Implementation Opinions on Further Supporting Migrant Workers” Employment
and Entrepreneurship”. This initiative emphasizes accelerating rural entrepreneurship,
reinforcing pilot demonstrations, identifying exemplary cases, diversifying income streams,
and effectively aligning poverty alleviation achievements with rural revitalization efforts.

Since 2018, China has initiated the development of model counties for rural en-
trepreneurship and innovation nationwide, aiming to optimize the rural innovation and
entrepreneurship environment and promote rural entrepreneurial performance. However,
rural areas can hardly improve entrepreneurial performance by relying on a single factor;
they need to effectively coordinate various entrepreneurial elements such as resources,
talent, and markets. Therefore, there exist interactive relationships and combinatorial
effects among rural entrepreneurial ecosystem elements. The entrepreneurial ecosystem
theory provides a new perspective for comprehensively understanding the interactions
among entrepreneurial elements, emphasizing that the improvement of entrepreneurial
performance is a process of continuous accumulation, adjustment, and optimization of
elements such as resources, talent, and markets within the entrepreneurial ecosystem.
Based on the objective fact that entrepreneurial elements are unevenly distributed among
rural areas, entrepreneurial ecosystems in different rural areas are inevitably diverse, re-
sulting in distinctly different outcomes when these ecosystem elements jointly influence
entrepreneurial performance.

In research on regional entrepreneurial ecosystems and entrepreneurial performance,
the existing literature primarily focuses on the relationship between entrepreneurial per-
formance and larger-scale national entrepreneurial ecosystems [3], urban entrepreneurial
ecosystems [4], and entrepreneurial ecosystems in the technology industry [5] led by govern-
ments and core enterprises. The research findings are applicable to urban entrepreneurship,
corporate entrepreneurship, and high-tech entrepreneurship domains, with the explained
logic of entrepreneurial performance improvement having its own specific boundary char-
acteristics, such as advantages in resource acquisition and innovation development at
specific locations [6]. The limited literature on rural entrepreneurial ecosystems typically
employs statistical analysis methods like panel data regression, multiple and hierarchi-
cal regression, and stochastic frontier models, focusing on linear relationships between
single elements in rural entrepreneurial ecosystems (such as institutional support [7], en-
trepreneurial marketing [8], and entrepreneurial self-efficacy [9]) and rural entrepreneurial
performance. This approach overlooks the fact that interdependence and synergistic in-
teraction among various elements are key to achieving value creation and maximizing
overall system benefits. Notably, in recent years, some scholars have attempted to construct
rural entrepreneurial ecosystem frameworks from a regional development perspective,
incorporating elements such as government regulation, entrepreneurial education, and
market environment to deconstruct the pathways to entrepreneurial performance [10].
While these studies emphasize the synergistic complementarity of elements, they tend to
overlook the prevalent substitutional relationships between elements. In fact, when one
element is missing, the presence of other elements might effectively compensate for this
deficiency, achieving similar results through alternative pathways. However, questions
remain about which elements have substitutional relationships with each other and how
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these substitute elements function. These issues warrant further investigation. Encourag-
ingly, qualitative comparative analysis, based on set theory thinking and using Boolean
algebra calculations, has become an important method for studying complex dynamic
entrepreneurial ecosystems by focusing on the ‘configurational effects” of multiple factors
and revealing different pathways to achieving equivalent results [11].

In summary, based on the fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) method
and drawing from entrepreneurial ecosystem theory, we propose a configurational analysis
framework to study rural entrepreneurship performance. Using a sample of 100 typical
counties of entrepreneurship and innovation first announced by China’s Ministry of Agri-
culture and Rural Affairs, we explore the complex causal relationships between rural en-
trepreneurial ecosystems and entrepreneurial performance. This study aims to address the
following questions: What elements constitute the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem? What
types of rural entrepreneurial ecosystems produce high versus non-high entrepreneurial
performance? Do substitutional relationships exist among different entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem elements and their combinations?

Distinguishing it from existing research, this paper attempts to make breakthroughs
in three aspects: First, based on entrepreneurial ecosystem theory and considering China’s
unique institutional arrangements, we construct a regional and systematic rural entrepreneurial
ecosystem model. Second, we clarify the complex causal mechanisms between rural en-
trepreneurial ecosystems and entrepreneurial performance, while revealing the complemen-
tary and substitutional relationships among rural entrepreneurial elements. Third, using
rural entrepreneurial activities in the first batch of 100 typical counties of entrepreneurship
and innovation announced by China’s Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs as case
studies, we advance entrepreneurship and innovation research at the regional level.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. The second section integrates six major
elements of the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem and elaborates on the complex causal
relationships between rural entrepreneurial ecosystems and entrepreneurial performance
from a theoretical perspective. The third section introduces the research methodology,
sample selection, and variable choices, while the fourth section processes the data using
fsQCA software and analyzes the results. The final section discusses the conclusions,
implications, and limitations of this study and directions for future research.

2. Theoretical Foundation and Model Construction

The concept of regional entrepreneurial ecosystems stems from Spilling’s (1996) en-
trepreneurial ecosystem theory, which adopts an ecological perspective to analyze re-
gional entrepreneurial activities and processes. This approach views all factors affecting
entrepreneurial performance as an organic system [12]. Due to the complex scientific
characteristics of entrepreneurial ecosystems, academia has not yet reached complete con-
sensus on its connotation but generally agrees that an entrepreneurial ecosystem is an
organic system composed of entrepreneurial entities and the environment that provides
conditions for their development. Dunn (2005) constructed an entrepreneurial ecosystem
based on dozens of MIT projects, featuring bidirectional communication between student
entrepreneurs and external enterprises in collaboration with internal role models [13]. Ghio
et al. (2015) pointed out, based on the knowledge spillover theory of entrepreneurial
ecosystems, that accessible hardware facilities can promote the exchange and collision of
entrepreneurs’ ideas and knowledge, serving as a crucial component of the entrepreneurial
ecosystem [14]. Through literature analysis, Adner (2017) deconstructed the connotation
of entrepreneurial ecosystems, arguing that market size significantly impacts economic
development and employment [15]. Noelia, using a horizontal mixed analysis model of
4319 Spanish companies, found that among 911 startups, a well-developed entrepreneurial
ecosystem in the company’s location significantly reduced barriers to enterprise creation,
and discovered that financial support within the ecosystem had significant priority in
maintaining startup vitality [16]. In summary, existing scholars have identified the market,
capital, and facilities as essential components of entrepreneurial ecosystem elements. Mean-
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while, institutional theory suggests that institutions, as structures and activities that provide
stability and meaning through regulatory, normative, and cognitive dimensions, are key
environmental components [17]. In China’s dual-track system of macro-control and market
regulation, government arrangements significantly influence entrepreneurial ecosystems,
primarily through implementing targeted policies to support or restrict regulatory forces
that adjust the entire ecosystem. Therefore, it is necessary to incorporate policies into the
entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Based on the above analysis, this study categorizes rural entrepreneurial ecosystem
elements into four dimensions: market, capital, facilities, and policies. The market di-
mension primarily encompasses local demand, with market scale attracting significant
attention from entrepreneurship scholars due to its impact on economic development and
employment. The capital dimension comprises both human capital, providing intellectual
support for entrepreneurial activities, and financial capital, offering crucial funding. In
terms of facilities, traditional infrastructure mainly includes hardware facilities such as
transportation and recreational spaces. With the proliferation of digital infrastructure in
rural areas, information infrastructure like internet and 5G base stations has provided
informational and platform conditions for entrepreneurship, enhanced credit accessibil-
ity, significantly improved entrepreneurs’ motivation [18], and notably promoted rural
entrepreneurial performance [19]. Among these, digital infrastructure supporting key
technologies such as cloud computing and big data is considered the most crucial software
facility in the digital economy era. The policy dimension primarily refers to the institu-
tional arrangements implemented across various regions that either facilitate or impede
entrepreneurial activities. In China’s government-regulated economy;, the scale of govern-
ment expenditure is viewed as an effective indicator of regional differences in taxation and
public service policies. Considering these factors and the unique characteristics of rural
entrepreneurship, we propose an integrated framework comprising six key elements of the
rural entrepreneurial ecosystem: market scale, human capital, financial capital, hardware
facilities, software facilities, and government scale. Through this framework, we aim to
elucidate the complex causal relationships between the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem
and entrepreneurial performance.

(1) Market scale. A substantial market scale fosters the development of diverse and
personalized product and service demands, creating high-value entrepreneurial opportu-
nities for nascent businesses [12]. In the context of rural entrepreneurship, the market’s
pivotal role in resource allocation is accentuated due to constraints such as urban-rural
economic dualism, price distortions, and supply—demand imbalances. Consequently, the
influence of market size on rural entrepreneurial performance has become increasingly pro-
nounced. Larger markets typically signify higher regional demand, potentially enhancing
the success rate of rural entrepreneurial ventures. Moreover, rural entrepreneurs tend to
gravitate towards more expansive demand markets, as these reflect favorable economic
conditions conducive to business survival and growth. This environment enables poten-
tial entrepreneurs to better identify opportunities and encourages rural entrepreneurs to
engage more actively in innovative and entrepreneurial pursuits [20].

(2) Human capital. As the cornerstone of a company’s intellectual assets, human capital
is an essential component in business development [21]. The human capital theory, partic-
ularly its concepts of educational productivity and resource allocation capacity, provides
a crucial theoretical framework for understanding and evaluating rural entrepreneurial
performance. Entrepreneurs with higher educational attainment typically demonstrate
enhanced abilities in resource acquisition, processing, and integration. This proficiency
enables them to better identify and exploit entrepreneurial opportunities, gaining temporal
competitive advantages that ultimately boost their entrepreneurial income and perfor-
mance [22]. Furthermore, high-quality human capital fosters a greater proportion of
innovative entrepreneurial ventures, mitigates disparities arising from variations in the
quantity and allocation of scarce resources (such as knowledge) [23], and minimizes com-
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munication costs. These factors collectively contribute to the positive promotion of rural
entrepreneurial performance.

(3) Financial capital. A robust financial capital environment enhances entrepreneurs’
access to financing, thereby increasing the success rate of entrepreneurial ventures and,
consequently, promoting entrepreneurial performance [24]. During the nascent stages of
entrepreneurship, activities such as new product development and market exploration
necessitate substantial financial resources. Rural entrepreneurs, in particular, encounter
more acute financing challenges compared to their urban counterparts [25]. This dispar-
ity primarily stems from the relatively underdeveloped economies in rural areas, which
result in less sophisticated capital markets and less stable financial ecosystems. The un-
derdevelopment of direct financing methods, such as equity and debt financing, further
constrains rural entrepreneurs’ access to capital. In this context, the availability of ade-
quate regional financial services becomes crucial in facilitating the survival and growth
of rural entrepreneurial enterprises, thus significantly influencing entrepreneurial success
and performance.

(4) Hardware facilities. Well-developed infrastructure plays a crucial role in reducing
operational and transaction costs for businesses, significantly influencing entrepreneurs’
location decisions [26]. In the context of rural entrepreneurship, enhanced infrastructure
markedly improves the connectivity between rural areas and markets, facilitating the
mobility of high-end production factors and fostering the agglomeration of high-quality
entrepreneurial ventures in favorable rural environments. Moreover, as the value placed
on time efficiency increases, robust infrastructure becomes instrumental in attracting and
retaining skilled individuals, such as migrant workers and college graduates, to engage in
rural entrepreneurial activities. This influx of human capital contributes substantially to
the enhancement of rural entrepreneurial performance.

(5) Software facilities. The maturation of next-generation information technology has
catalyzed a shift in rural and agricultural informatization, transitioning from isolated appli-
cations of individual technologies to comprehensive, large-scale implementations of multi-
ple technologies. Scholars are increasingly examining how emerging digital technologies
and the internet enhance rural entrepreneurial ecosystems and influence entrepreneurial
performance [27]. The development of rural entrepreneurial and innovative software in-
frastructure, exemplified by digital village initiatives, confers significant advantages in
resource information acquisition and opportunity identification, thereby expanding busi-
ness prospects and boosting productivity for entrepreneurs [28]. Moreover, the persistent
urban-rural dichotomy has historically resulted in an information disparity, with rural ar-
eas often lagging behind urban centers in information access. Digital technology, leveraging
its capacity for rapid and cost-effective information dissemination, substantially narrows
this urban-rural information gap. Through digital networks, entrepreneurs can promptly
access national policies and market intelligence, acquire essential entrepreneurial skills, and
identify business opportunities, ultimately enhancing their entrepreneurial performance.

(6) Government scale. The extent of governmental involvement in economic activi-
ties is reflected in its scale, with ongoing academic debate regarding the optimal size of
government for fostering entrepreneurial performance [29]. While a larger government
typically offers enhanced services to entrepreneurial ventures, facilitating market entry
and supporting business development, it also presents potential drawbacks. Government
operations often necessitate the reallocation of resources from productive sectors to less
economically efficient ones, potentially leading to unwarranted market interventions that
impede market freedom and discourage entrepreneurial initiatives [30]. This interference
can significantly impact entrepreneurial outcomes. In the context of China’s pronounced
urban-rural productivity disparity, policies encouraging return migration for rural en-
trepreneurship exhibit both foresight and counter-market characteristics. Consequently,
governmental and institutional factors play a crucial role in underpinning, safeguarding,
and enhancing rural entrepreneurial performance, ultimately contributing to rural revi-
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talization [31]. This nuanced interplay between government scale and entrepreneurial
ecosystems underscores the complexity of fostering effective rural development strategies.

In conclusion, rural entrepreneurship is driven by several critical factors: market scale,
human capital, financial capital, hardware facilities, software facilities, and government
scale. However, the relationships between these factors and entrepreneurial performance
extend beyond simple linear correlations, encompassing complex non-linear interactions.
Furthermore, the symbiotic and competitive dynamics among these elements may induce
non-linear effects on entrepreneurial outcomes. Consequently, the synergistic mechanisms
through which the components of the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem drive performance
remain an open area of inquiry. Adopting a configurational perspective, this study inte-
grates six key antecedent conditions of the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem to elucidate
the collaborative mechanisms and interactive relationships among these elements in driv-
ing entrepreneurial performance. Figure 1 presents the theoretical model underpinning
this investigation.
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Figure 1. Theoretical model of rural entrepreneurial ecosystem driving entrepreneurial performance.

3. Research Method and Design
3.1. Research Method

Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA), introduced by Ragin in the 1980s [32], is a
case-oriented methodological approach. It employs Boolean algebra and set theory as its
foundational principles to facilitate comprehensive case comparison and analysis. QCA
possesses unique advantages in analyzing non-linear relationships for several reasons.
First, based on set theory rather than traditional correlation coefficients, QCA employs
Boolean algebra for analysis, enabling it to transcend the limitations of linear analysis by
focusing on combinations of conditions rather than linear effects of single variables [32].
Second, through a multiple configurational perspective, QCA acknowledges that mul-
tiple paths can lead to the same outcome; this recognition of equifinality helps identify
complex causal relationship patterns. Third, QCA can analyze combinatorial effects, rec-
ognizing that interactions exist between conditions, where the effect of one condition
depends on the presence or absence of others, thus breaking the assumption of variable
independence in traditional linear analysis. These characteristics make QCA a powerful
tool for studying complex social phenomena, particularly advantageous in research requir-
ing understanding of non-linear relationships and multiple causal pathways [33], which
precisely suits the research questions of this paper. Specifically, (1) the driving force of rural
entrepreneurial ecosystems on entrepreneurial performance results from the synergistic
interaction and joint effect of multiple elements. Traditional linear regression struggles
to analyze the impact of three or more elements on dependent variables, whereas QCA
can identify combinatorial relationships among multiple elements, effectively handling
the non-linear relationships between entrepreneurial elements and performance. (2) Un-
like clustering analysis, factor analysis, and other methods for testing configurational
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relationships, QCA can effectively identify interactive relationships between conditions,
helping to uncover potential substitutional and complementary relationships among rural
entrepreneurial elements. (3) QCA can both precisely locate cases covered by each equiv-
alent configuration, identifying potential differences in entrepreneurial strategy choices
across different rural areas, and compare asymmetric antecedents of high versus non-
high rural entrepreneurial performance. This helps develop a more comprehensive and
in-depth understanding of rural entrepreneurship complexity, providing verified, tar-
geted, and adaptive pathways for improving entrepreneurial performance across different
rural areas.

Based on the method of variable valuation, QCA can be classified into three types:
crisp-set QCA (csQCA), multi-value QCA (mvQCA), and fuzzy-set QCA (fsQCA). For this
study, fsQCA was selected as the primary research method due to its capacity to handle
continuous data and its ability to analyze issues pertaining to gradual changes or partial set
membership [34]. In fsQCA, the causal relationship between antecedent conditions (and
their combinations) and the outcome is evaluated using two key metrics: consistency and
coverage. The mathematical expressions for these indicators are presented as follows:

consistency(X <Y) me Xi, Yi /le, (1)

coverage(X <Y) =) min(x;,y;)/Y v, 2)

In Equations (1) and (2), X denotes the set of antecedent conditions, while Y represents
the outcome set. The variables x; and y; indicate the membership degrees of the i-th case in
combinations X and Y, respectively. Conventionally, a consistency value exceeding 0.800
suggests that the condition can be considered sufficient for the outcome [35], whereas a
consistency value greater than 0.900 implies that the condition is necessary for the outcome
to occur [36,37]. Coverage, on the other hand, is employed to evaluate the explanatory
power of a specific condition configuration with respect to the outcome.

3.2. Sample Selection

In recent years, the Chinese government has vigorously promoted rural innovation
and entrepreneurship in alignment with the goal of rural industrial revitalization. There-
fore, our focus is on entrepreneurial phenomena in rural China. China established the
National Typical Counties for Rural Entrepreneurship and Innovation to enhance the
rural entrepreneurial ecosystem and attract diverse talent to engage in rural innovation
and enterprise development. These counties play a pivotal role in promoting rural en-
trepreneurship and employment. This study selected 100 such counties, as published
on the official website of China’s Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs, as research
sites, providing a representative and typical sample. Among these, 15 counties (districts
and cities) were excluded due to substantial missing data for multiple antecedent fac-
tors, including Laobian District in Yingkou City (Liaoning Province), Songjiang District
(Shanghai), Jiawang District in Xuzhou City (Jiangsu Province), Yuancheng District in
Heyuan City (Guangdong Province), Meilan District in Haikou City (Hainan Province),
Beibei District and Fuling District (Chongging), Qingbaijiang District in Chengdu City and
Guang’an District in Guang’an City (Sichuan Province), Chengguan District in Lhasa City
(Tibet), Hantai District in Hanzhong City and Weinan Economic and Technological De-
velopment Zone (Shaanxi Province), Yuanzhou District in Guyuan City and Xixia District
in Yinchuan City (Ningxia), and Jiashipu Farm of Tumxuk City in the Third Division of
Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps. The final sample comprised 85 cases, repre-
senting 85% of the total sample, which aligns with the requirements of the QCA method
for medium-sized samples.

3.3. Variable Measurement

Building upon the preceding theoretical analysis, this study investigates the complex
causal mechanisms through which six conditional factors influence entrepreneurial perfor-



Land 2024, 13, 1822

8 of 21

mance in rural settings: market scale, human capital, financial capital, hardware facilities,
software facilities, and government scale. Considering that the effects of various elements
in the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem often require gradual accumulation and release,
meaning that the development and expansion of new ventures are subject to delayed pre-
conditions, and given that the average lifespan of new ventures in China is 2-3 years [38],
we employed a two-year observation period to determine whether new ventures possess
good development potential. Accordingly, entrepreneurial performance data lagged behind
precondition data by two years; specifically, entrepreneurial performance data are drawn
from 2022, while the data for the six conditional factors are from 2020. The study primarily
utilizes data from three sources: the Tianyancha website, the China Statistical Yearbook
(Township), and the statistical yearbooks of the respective prefecture-level cities in which
each county is situated.

(1) Entrepreneurial performance. While some scholars have employed the number of
unicorn companies to assess urban entrepreneurial performance [4,39], this metric is less
applicable to rural areas due to the scarcity of such entities. Instead, newly established
enterprises, which represent significant growth potential in rural regions, can serve as a
proxy for rural entrepreneurial performance. Drawing on relevant scholarly research [40,41],
this study utilizes the number of newly established enterprises per county as an indicator
of rural entrepreneurial performance. To account for population differences, we adapted
the concept of new enterprise density [42], calculating our measure by dividing the number
of new enterprises by the permanent resident population. Data on newly established
enterprises were primarily sourced from China’s Qichacha official website. Using Python
web scraping techniques, we extracted information on all new enterprises established in
China in 2020 from the Qichacha platform. These data were subsequently mapped to
individual counties, providing a comprehensive dataset of new enterprises for the relevant
case study counties.

(2) Market scale. While the existing literature commonly employs total population [43]
or gross domestic product (GDP) [44] to quantify local market scale, these measures
present limitations in rural contexts. The significant population variations among rural
areas, stemming from diverse urbanization levels, render total population an inadequate
indicator of market scale disparities. To address this issue and ensure data standardization,
we adopted GDP per capita as the measurement indicator for market scale. These data
were sourced from the China Statistical Yearbook (Township) (2021) for the relevant case
study counties, providing a more nuanced and comparable metric for assessing rural
market dimensions.

(3) Human capital. Talent resources are crucial determinants in fostering innovation
and entrepreneurship. While previous studies have employed various metrics to assess
regional human resource conditions, such as average years of education [45] or higher
education enrollment figures [23], this study adopts a more comprehensive approach. We
argue that average years of education more accurately reflect the long-term educational
investment and accumulation in rural areas, thus providing a superior representation of
human capital stock. Consequently, we utilize the average years of education in rural
areas as our measurement indicator for human capital. The calculation is based on the
formula: 6E; + 9E; + 12E3 + 16E,4, where E; denotes the proportion of the population aged
6 and above who have completed primary school, middle school, high school, and tertiary
education, respectively. These data are extracted from the China Statistical Yearbook
(Township) (2021). The coefficients 6, 9, 12, and 16 correspond to the typical years of
schooling associated with each educational level, allowing for a weighted assessment of
the overall educational attainment in the region.

(4) Financial capital. The availability of financial resources is a critical factor in sup-
porting entrepreneurial activities in rural areas. This study focuses on the capacity of
rural financial institutions to provide funding for business operations, which serves as an
indicator of financial support for entrepreneurship across various rural regions. Following
established methodologies in existing research [45], we utilize the balance of deposits in
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financial institutions as a proxy for financial capital within the entrepreneurial ecosystem.
To account for population variations and ensure comparability across regions, we calcu-
late a per capita measure by dividing the balance of deposits in financial institutions by
the permanent resident population for each case study county. Data for this analysis are
sourced from the China Statistical Yearbook (Township) (2021). To maintain consistency in
data scale and facilitate interpretation, the financial capital metric is expressed in units of
ten thousand yuan per person.

(5) Hardware facilities. Consistent with previous research [21], we employ transporta-
tion infrastructure, specifically road networks, as a proxy for hardware facilities. In rural
contexts, roads constitute the primary mode of transportation and are fundamental to
economic development. We quantify this aspect using road density, calculated as the ratio
of total road mileage to population.

(6) Software facilities. The advent of the digital era in China has elevated the impor-
tance of digital infrastructure in fostering rural industrial growth. The internet, serving
as a crucial medium for digital services, has become indispensable for innovation and
entrepreneurship initiatives. Aligning with established methodologies [46—48], we assess
software infrastructure through the level of internet development. Specifically, we uti-
lize the ratio of internet broadband access users to total population for the relevant case
study counties, drawing data from the China Statistical Yearbook (Township) (2021). This
metric provides insight into the digital readiness and connectivity of rural areas, factors
increasingly vital for economic progress and entrepreneurial success.

(7) Government scale. The extent of government involvement in the local economy
can significantly influence the entrepreneurial landscape. A robust government presence,
characterized by substantial expenditure, comprehensive functional coverage, and high-
quality public services, can effectively mitigate initial costs for entrepreneurial ventures and
foster a conducive external environment for their growth and sustainability. To quantify
government scale, we adopt a methodology consistent with prior research by Qi [49]
and Li [50]. Specifically, we utilize the ratio of local government’s general public budget
expenditure to GDP for the relevant case study counties, drawing data from the China
Statistical Yearbook (Township) (2021). This metric serves as a proxy for government
scale, enabling us to assess the potential impact of governmental activities on the local
entrepreneurial ecosystem. The relevant variables are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Variable description and data sources.

Variables Variable Description Units Data Source
Entrepreneurial performance =~ Number of newly established enterprises Number Qichacha official website
Market scale GDP per capita 10* yuan
Human capital Average years of education Years
Financial capital Financial institution deposit balance 10% vuan China Statistical Yearbook
divided by permanent resident population y (Township) (2021)

Hardware facilities Road density per capita %
Software facilities Internet penetration rate %

Government scale

Ratio of local government general public

budget expenditure to GDP e

4. Results
4.1. Data Calibration

The qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) methodology, grounded in set-theoretical
principles, seeks to identify necessary and sufficient conditions by examining the relation-
ships between various configurations of causal conditions (antecedents) and outcomes.
QCA encompasses three distinct variants: csQCA, mvQCA, and fsQCA. While csQCA
is specifically designed for dichotomous variables, mvQCA accommodates categorical
variables with multiple values, and fsQCA is particularly suited for continuous variables
calibrated within the interval [0, 1]. Given that our study primarily deals with continuous



Land 2024, 13, 1822

10 of 21

variables, the fsQCA approach emerges as the most appropriate analytical framework
for our investigation. In implementing fsQCA methodology, a crucial preliminary step
involves the calibration of individual antecedent variables into fuzzy-set membership
scores, transforming raw data into standardized values within the [0, 1] interval. The
calibration process necessitates the specification of three qualitative anchors: completely
affiliated point, crossover point, and completely unaffiliated point. The crossover point
represents a critical threshold of maximum ambiguity in set membership, delineating the
boundary between cases that are more “in” versus “out” of the set. Following the cali-
bration framework established by Fiss [35], we employ a three-threshold approach using
quartile values: the 75th percentile designates full membership, the 50th percentile serves
as the crossover point, and the 25th percentile indicates full non-membership. Table 2
presents a comprehensive overview of the calibration anchors and descriptive statistics for
all antecedent conditions and the outcome variable, providing transparency and facilitating
replication of our analytical procedure.

Table 2. Calibration and descriptive statistics of outcome and antecedent conditions.

Outcome and Antecedent

Calibration Descriptive Statistics

Completely Crossover Completely

Conditions Affiliated Point Unaffiliated Mean SD Max Min
Entrepreneurial performance 14.413 11.005 7.826 13.113 8.851 50.590 3.159
Market scale 4.923 3.463 2.379 4.684 4.334 27.378 1.349
Human capital 1.074 0.891 0.760 0.916 0.243 1.574 0.421
Financial capital 4.258 3.118 2.265 3.580 2.192 13.854 0.282
Hardware facilities 0.654 0.372 0.181 0.811 1.982 15.971 0.075
Software facilities 1.103 0.071 0.034 0.079 0.055 0.240 0.005
Government scale 0.354 0.223 0.150 0.270 0.207 1.660 0.069

4.2. Analysis of the Need for Individual Conditions

To ascertain whether individual elements of the rural entrepreneurial ecosystem—
namely, market scale, human capital, financial capital, hardware facilities, software facil-
ities, and government scale—constitute necessary conditions for entrepreneurial perfor-
mance, we employed Necessary Condition Analysis. Following Schneider and Wagemann'’s
methodology [37], we utilized consistency scores to evaluate the necessity of each condition.
A condition is deemed necessary when its consistency exceeds 0.900. As illustrated in
Table 3, none of the ecosystem elements achieved this threshold for either high or non-high
entrepreneurial performance outcomes. This finding indicates the absence of any single
necessary condition among the antecedent factors in driving entrepreneurial performance
in rural contexts. Consequently, our analysis necessitates a comprehensive combinatorial
approach, incorporating all antecedent conditions to identify configurations of elements
that collectively foster high entrepreneurial performance in rural areas. This holistic exami-
nation will provide deeper insights into the complex interplay of factors contributing to
rural entrepreneurial success.

Table 3. Analysis of necessary conditions.

Antecedent conditions
Market scale
~ Market scale
Human capital

High Entrepreneurial Performance Non-High Entrepreneurial Performance
Consistency Coverage Antecedent conditions Consistency Coverage
0.813 0.814 Market scale 0.278 0.278
0.279 0.279 ~ Market scale 0.814 0.813
0.547 0.554 Human capital 0.524 0.529
0.535 0.530 ~ Human capital 0.558 0.552

~ Human capital
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Table 3. Cont.
High Entrepreneurial Performance Non-High Entrepreneurial Performance

Financial capital 0.688 0.713 Financial capital 0.398 0.412

~ Financial capital 0.433 0.419 ~ Financial capital 0.723 0.698
Hardware facilities 0.422 0.433 Hardware facilities 0.653 0.668
~ Hardware facilities 0.676 0.661 ~ Hardware facilities 0.446 0.435
Software facilities 0.585 0.570 Software facilities 0.550 0.534
~ Software facilities 0.522 0.537 ~ Software facilities 0.557 0.573
Government scale 0.397 0.394 Government scale 0.733 0.726
~ Government scale 0.724 0.731 ~ Government scale 0.389 0.392

Note: ~ stands for not in logical operations.

4.3. Sufficiency Analysis of Conditional Configurations

This study adopts a configurational approach to examine the complex pathways
through which rural entrepreneurial ecosystems influence entrepreneurial performance.
We employ fsQCA to conduct cross-case comparisons, enabling the identification of distinct
configurations within these ecosystems. Following the configurational theorization process,
we systematically name and categorize each identified configuration. Recognizing the
causal asymmetry inherent in fsSQCA, we extend our analysis to configurations associated
with non-high rural entrepreneurial performance, thereby providing a comprehensive
understanding of the driving mechanisms behind rural entrepreneurial outcomes. Our
configuration analysis involves selecting subsets of the outcome set from multiple con-
figurational combinations. In previous studies, the threshold of consistency varied from
0.76 [51] to 0.8 [52] to 0.89 [53], depending on the studied sample. Frequency thresholds
should also be determined according to the size of the sample. When the sample size is
small, 1 or 2 is generally chosen as the threshold value [54]. In this study, the threshold
value was selected based on the four principles that the truth table results 0 and 1 should
be covered and roughly balanced, the frequency threshold should cover at least 75% of the
observed samples, and the minimum value of consistency should be greater than or equal
to 0.75 [54]. The frequency threshold used in this study was ultimately determined to be
2; the consistency threshold was 0.80. Under the complex influences of multiple factors
including market scale, human capital, financial capital, hardware and software facilities,
and government scale, a qualitative comparative analysis was conducted on all antecedent
conditions that lead to the occurrence of results.

Utilizing fsQCA 3.0 software, we derived three types of solutions: complex, intermedi-
ate, and parsimonious. In line with established research practices, we primarily report the
intermediate solution, supplemented by the parsimonious solution. Conditions appear-
ing in both the parsimonious and intermediate solutions are classified as core conditions,
while those present only in the intermediate solution are considered peripheral [54]. As
shown in Table 4, three configurational patterns (Hla, Hlb, H2) emerge as conducive to
high rural entrepreneurial performance. Each configuration exhibits a consistency value
exceeding 0.800 [52], indicating their sufficiency in promoting high rural entrepreneurial
performance. The overall solution consistency of 0.861 [35] suggests that the combination
of antecedent conditions across all cases sufficiently explains high rural entrepreneurial
performance. Furthermore, we identified four configurational patterns (NH1a, NH1b,
NH1c, NH2) associated with non-high rural entrepreneurial performance, each surpassing
the theoretical consistency threshold of 0.800 [52]. The overall solution for non-high per-
formance demonstrates a consistency of 0.882 [35] and a coverage of 0.606, indicating that
these four configurations collectively account for 60.6% of the variance in non-high rural
entrepreneurial performance outcomes.
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Table 4. Configurations for high and non-high rural entrepreneurial performance.

Antecedent Conditions

High Rural Entrepreneurial Performance

Non-High Rural Entrepreneurial Performance

Hla H1b H2 NHila NH1b NHilc NH2
Market scale ® ® ® ® ®
Human capital ® ° ® ° ° °
Financial capital . ® ® ® ®
Hardware facilities ® ° ® °
Software facilities ° . ® ® .
Government scale ® ® ) . . ®
Consistency 0.870 0.921 0.922 0.897 0.864 0.871 0.900
Raw coverage 0.225 0.231 0.088 0.348 0.302 0.145 0.191
Unique coverage 0.134 0.146 0.044 0.117 0.010 0.041 0.103
Solution consistency 0.879 0.882
Solution coverage 0.420 0.606

Note: @ indicates that the core condition is present; » indicates that the peripheral condition is present; ® indicates
that the core condition is missing; ® indicates that the peripheral condition is missing; a space indicates that the
condition is optional.

4.3.1. Path Analysis of High Rural Entrepreneurial Performance

A horizontal analysis of the configurations associated with high rural entrepreneurial
performance reveals that configurations Hla and H1b share market scale as their core
condition, albeit with differing peripheral conditions. In H1a, the presence of financial
capital complements the absence of human capital, infrastructure, and government scale in
supporting roles, while internet presence is inconsequential. Conversely, H1b features the
presence of human capital, financial capital, and internet access, coupled with the absence of
government scale as supporting factors, with infrastructure being irrelevant. Configuration
H2 diverges, identifying government scale as its core condition, supported by the presence
of infrastructure and internet access, and the absence of human capital and financial
capital. Drawing from the distinctions in core conditions and their underlying rationales
across these three configurations, we propose two primary pathways driving high rural
entrepreneurial performance: (1) a market-driven financing-intelligence integration path,
and (2) a government-supported infrastructure-assisted path.

(1) Market-driven financing—intelligence integration path. This path, identified through
configurations Hla and H1b, utilizes market dynamics as a catalyst to consolidate and
integrate key elements of the entrepreneurial ecosystem, such as abundant human re-
sources and efficient financial systems, to enhance rural entrepreneurial performance.
This approach primarily relies on large-scale market demand as the driving force behind
high rural entrepreneurial performance, even in the face of suboptimal conditions such
as limited government intervention or infrastructure deficiencies. The market inherently
contains abundant resources including capital and opportunities [55]. However, as new
ventures often struggle to attract sufficient funding, they may face financing difficulties.
Larger market size typically corresponds to lower entry barriers, which not only provides
rural entrepreneurs with psychological motivation but also facilitates greater access to
financial support [56]. Consequently, a larger market size is more conducive to enhancing
entrepreneurial performance in a region. In the context of substantial market demand,
the convergence of high-quality human capital provides crucial intellectual support for
nascent ventures, while abundant financial resources offer the necessary backing for ex-
pansion. A reduced governmental footprint stimulates entrepreneurial dynamism, and
advanced internet technologies enable enterprises to surmount the challenges posed by
underdeveloped infrastructure. Consequently, the products and services of these new
ventures transcend rural boundaries, potentially achieving nationwide prominence and
contributing to enhanced rural entrepreneurial performance. Sheyang County in Jiangsu
Province and Tiantai County in Zhejiang Province exemplify this model. Situated in eco-
nomically vibrant regions of China, both counties benefit from promising market demand
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and developmental prospects. Sheyang County capitalizes on its established textile indus-
try to nurture emerging electronic information sectors, forging connections with broader
Jiangsu and Nanjing markets. To mitigate financing challenges, the county has amplified
the provision of guaranteed loans and instituted specialized funds totaling 105 million
yuan, encompassing entrepreneurship support, talent acquisition, loan guarantees, interest
subsidies, and risk compensation. The county’s streamlined governmental structure fos-
ters a conducive entrepreneurial environment, galvanizing rural entrepreneurship despite
suboptimal transportation infrastructure and moderate talent pools. Tiantai County has
implemented a comprehensive innovation-driven development strategy, offering financial
assistance to rural entrepreneurs through various initiatives, including social security sub-
sidies, employment grants, and entrepreneurial loans. This financial support is augmented
by an innovative “Internet+” entrepreneurship training paradigm, seamlessly integrating
online learning, offline training, operational simulations, practical experience, and ongoing
support. By harnessing cutting-edge internet technologies, the county actively cultivates a
cadre of high-caliber, innovative entrepreneurial talent, thereby fostering superior rural
entrepreneurial performance.

(2) Government-supported infrastructure-assisted path. This path, identified through
configuration H2, is government-led and directs rural entrepreneurship toward rural revi-
talization through appropriate market intervention measures and infrastructure improve-
ment, thereby attracting rural entrepreneurs. This approach guides rural entrepreneurship
towards a trajectory that favors rural industrial integration. In contrast to the market-
driven model, this path posits that a more substantial government presence, in conjunc-
tion with advanced infrastructure and internet technology, is more conducive to rural
entrepreneurship and high performance. The urban-rural dichotomy often places rural
entrepreneurs at a disadvantage regarding access to resources and information. A larger
government footprint can mitigate these disparities by providing enhanced support for
rural entrepreneurial activities [57]. For example, robust government intervention can
catalyze financial institution engagement, encouraging village- and town-based financial
entities to relax entry barriers and extend financial support to rural entrepreneurs [58].
The auxiliary functions of infrastructure and internet connectivity provide conditions
for industrial structure upgrading and transformation within entrepreneurial regions,
catalyzing the emergence of high rural entrepreneurial performance [59]. Shanghang
County in Fujian Province exemplifies this government-driven approach. The county
has vigorously implemented a “Mass Entrepreneurship and Innovation” development
strategy, formulating and introducing policy measures to stimulate public creativity. These
initiatives include “The Implementation Opinions on Implementing Innovation-Driven
Development Strategy and Building an Innovative Shanghang” and “The Notice on Eight
Measures to Vigorously Promote Mass Entrepreneurship and Innovation”. Predomi-
nantly agricultural, Shanghang County exhibits reduced dependence on local demand
markets. Its well-developed infrastructure and robust network environment facilitate
exploration of external markets, embodying a rural entrepreneurial development path
primarily driven by government scale and complemented by advanced infrastructure and
internet connectivity.

4.3.2. Path Analysis of Non-High Rural Entrepreneurial Performance

The causal asymmetry inherent in qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) necessitates
distinct ‘causal combinations’ to elucidate the presence or absence of specific outcomes [60].
To comprehensively investigate the mechanisms driving rural entrepreneurial performance,
we extended our analysis to configurations associated with non-high entrepreneurial
performance. Table 4 reveals that configurations NH1la, NH1b, NH1c, and NH2 are char-
acterized by smaller market scales, suggesting that insufficient market demand in rural
enterprises leads to non-high entrepreneurial performance, irrespective of the availability
of entrepreneurial resources or government support. Through a nuanced examination of
the core conditional differences among these configurations and their underlying rationales,
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we identify two primary pathways leading to non-high rural entrepreneurial performance:
market—capital suppression and market-government suppression. This approach provides
a more holistic understanding of the factors influencing rural entrepreneurial outcomes
and the complex interplay between market conditions, capital availability, and governmen-
tal involvement.

(1) Market—capital suppression path. The market—capital suppression path, identi-
fied through configurations NH1a to NHlc, elucidates the impediments to high rural
entrepreneurial performance stemming from limited market scale and insufficient finan-
cial resources. Emerging rural enterprises require substantial financial backing for their
entrepreneurial initiatives. In environments lacking local financial capital, nascent ventures
face significant developmental challenges. This situation is further exacerbated by con-
strained market scales, which result in inadequate local demand to sustain the growth of
new enterprises. The synergistic effect of these dual factors—limited financial resources and
restricted market size—intensifies the difficulties associated with rural enterprise establish-
ment, consequently impeding the development and expansion of new ventures. Illustrative
cases exemplifying this inhibitory mechanism include Shache and Yining Counties in Xin-
jilang and Pingyu County in Henan. These regions are characterized by relatively low per
capita GDP, a key indicator of rural market scale, when compared to other studied cases.
Additionally, they exhibit comparatively low per capita balances of deposits in financial
institutions. This combination of factors creates an environment that is not conducive to
the emergence of high entrepreneurial performance, effectively suppressing the potential
for robust rural entrepreneurial ecosystems.

(2) Market-government suppression path. The market-government suppression path,
identified through configuration NH2, elucidates the unfavorable conditions for high rural
entrepreneurial performance arising from constrained market scale and diminished govern-
ment expenditure. This dual constraint manifests in two primary ways. Firstly, a limited
market scale signifies poor regional economic prospects, insufficient to generate economies
of scale, thereby dampening entrepreneurial enthusiasm. Secondly, reduced government
expenditure typically translates to inadequate infrastructure investment, consequently
diminishing the availability of critical rural entrepreneurial resources. The synergistic effect
of these factors significantly curtails entrepreneurs’ propensity to engage in new ventures,
thus impeding the emergence of high rural entrepreneurial performance. lllustrative ex-
amples of this phenomenon include Yongji County in Jilin Province and Baoging County
in Heilongjiang Province. In these regions, both per capita GDP and the ratio of general
public budget expenditure to GDP rank comparatively low within the sample set. This eco-
nomic landscape creates a challenging environment for rural entrepreneurship, effectively
hampering the potential for improved entrepreneurial performance and economic growth
in these areas.

4.4. Analysis of Substitutional Relationship

Configurational analysis offers a significant advantage in identifying interactive
relationships among conditions [35]. A comparative analysis of high-performance en-
trepreneurial configurations in rural areas reveals a substitution relationship between
market allocation and government intervention under certain circumstances. Comparing
configurations H1b and H2 demonstrates that in rural areas with well-developed internet
infrastructure, a combination of favorable market size, human capital, and financial capital
can substitute for comprehensive hardware facilities and government scale to achieve high
entrepreneurial performance (Figure 2). This substitution relationship suggests that in spe-
cific rural entrepreneurial ecosystems, both market forces and government intervention can
equally drive high entrepreneurial performance. The internet’s development has substan-
tially reduced entrepreneurial barriers and costs, providing convenient information access
and efficient collaboration tools. When information flow is assured, entrepreneurs can
flexibly allocate talent and funds based on market signals, fostering a self-organizing and
self-sustaining entrepreneurial ecosystem. Conversely, the government can create a con-
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ducive environment for rural entrepreneurship by enhancing infrastructure, implementing
talent policies, and offering financial support. This approach provides the necessary human
and financial capital, facilitating the alignment of entrepreneurial elements. Through these
distinct yet convergent pathways, high rural entrepreneurial performance can be achieved.

Market scale

Human capital

Financial capital

: : : Rural high :

i Software facilities | |:> i entrepreneurial |

} ' } performance '

. S Hardware | @ M- -
facilities

Government scale

Figure 2. Substitutional relationship between market allocation and government intervention.

4.5. Robustness Test

Drawing on Zhang and Du’s [61] theoretical analysis of the QCA method, we con-
ducted robustness tests by adjusting the consistency threshold and case frequency to ensure
the stability of our findings. Initially, we increased the consistency threshold from 0.800
to 0.850 [62], maintaining the case frequency. Table 5 illustrates that the core conditions
of each configuration remained consistent post-adjustment. The elevated consistency
threshold improved the overall solution consistency for both high and non-high rural
entrepreneurial performance, while marginally decreasing the overall solution coverage.
These minor changes, however, were insufficient to support substantially different inter-
pretations, thus indicating the robustness of our conclusions. Subsequently, we performed
a second robustness test by adjusting the case frequency threshold from 2 to 3 [30] while
retaining the original consistency threshold. As shown in Table 4, this adjustment elim-
inated the original configurations H1b, H2, NH1a, and NH1c. Despite some variations
in the overall solution consistency and coverage, clear subset relationships persisted be-
tween the new and original configurations. This further corroborates the robustness of our
research findings.

Table 5. Robustness tests for adjusting the level of consistency and the case frequency threshold.

Original Consistency Threshold = 0.85 The Case Frequency Threshold =3

Antecedent High Rural. Non-High Ru.ral High Rural. Non-High Ru.ral
Conditions Entrepreneurial Entrepreneurial Entrepreneurial Entrepreneurial
Performance Performance Performance Performance
Hia' H1b' H2' NH1la’ NH1b' NH1cd NH?2/ Hi1a" NH1b" NH2"
Market scale ® [ ® ® ® ® ) ® ®
Human capital ® ® ° °
Financial capital . . ® ® ® ® . ®
Har.d.V\{are ® ® ° ° ® ° ® ° °
facilities
SOf,tV,V?re ° ° ® ® ° ° °
facilities
Government ® ® ° . . ® ® . ®
scale
Consistency 0.870 0.914 0.922 0.897 0.890 0.871 0.900 0.914 0.890 0.900
Raw coverage 0.225 0.289 0.088 0.348 0.387 0.145 0.191 0.289 0.387 0.191
Unique coverage 0.062 0.126 0.049 0.038 0.076 0.041 0.055 0.289 0.251 0.055
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Table 5. Cont.
Original Consistency Threshold = 0.85 The Case Frequency Threshold =3
Antecedent High Rural. Non-High Ru.ral High Rural. Non-High Ru.ral
Conditions Entrepreneurial Entrepreneurial Entrepreneurial Entrepreneurial
Performance Performance Performance Performance

H1a' H1b’ H2' NH1a’ NH1b' NH1d NH? H1a" NH1b" NH2"

Solution 0.906 0.883 0914 0878
consistency

Solution coverage 0.400 0.583 0.289 0.442

Note: @ indicates that the core condition is present; » indicates that the peripheral condition is present; ® indicates
that the core condition is missing; ® indicates that the peripheral condition is missing; a space indicates that the
condition is optional.

5. Conclusions and Discussions
5.1. Conclusions

Rural entrepreneurship is a critical solution to “rural decline” and a focal point of the
“rural revitalization” strategy. The optimization of rural innovation and entrepreneurship
environments to enhance performance has garnered increasing attention from academic and
political spheres. This study employs fsQCA to explore the synergistic influence of rural
entrepreneurial ecosystems on entrepreneurial performance, based on a configurational
framework of entrepreneurial ecosystem elements. The research examines six elements—
market scale, human capital, financial capital, hardware facilities, software facilities, and
government scale—using a sample of 85 typical demonstration counties for rural innovation
and entrepreneurship in China. The main conclusions of this paper are presented below.

First, none of the six elements individually constitute necessary conditions for high
or non-high rural entrepreneurial performance, indicating limited promotional effects
of single entrepreneurial elements. This aligns with Guo et al.’s (2023) observation that
various entrepreneurial capital elements are crucial for rural tourism entrepreneurship
but only effective when combined, highlighting the diversity of influencing factors and
practical paths in rural entrepreneurship [63].

Second, two driving paths for high rural entrepreneurial performance emerge from
the analysis: (1) a market-driven financing—intelligence integration path, where large-scale
market demand primarily drives performance, even with suboptimal conditions such
as small government scale or infrastructure shortages; and (2) a government-supported
infrastructure-assisted path, characterized by stronger government intervention, supple-
mented by convenient internet access and well-developed infrastructure. Notably, a substi-
tution relationship exists between rural entrepreneurial element aggregation and govern-
ment intervention under certain conditions.

Third, there is a causal asymmetry between high and non-high rural entrepreneurial
performance. Antecedent conditions in both market—capital inhibition and market—government
inhibition paths are unlikely to yield high-performance rural entrepreneurship. Both paths
exhibit smaller market scale characteristics, suggesting that insufficient market demand
leads to non-high entrepreneurial performance, regardless of entrepreneurial resources or
government input.

5.2. Research Contributions

Recent years have witnessed a proliferation of research on regional entrepreneurial
ecosystems. Scholars have increasingly focused on leveraging positive interactions among
various elements within these ecosystems to achieve high entrepreneurial performance.
This study, grounded in the unique characteristics of rural entrepreneurial activities,
delineates the complex influence pathways of rural entrepreneurial ecosystems on en-
trepreneurial performance. In doing so, it offers theoretical insights to foster robust en-
trepreneurial development in rural areas. The research makes three primary contributions:
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Firstly, this study constructs a regional and systematic rural entrepreneurial ecosystem
model, grounded in entrepreneurial ecosystem theory and considering the unique charac-
teristics of Chinese rural entrepreneurship. While existing research has largely focused on
examining the linear relationships between individual elements of the rural entrepreneurial
ecosystem and rural entrepreneurial activities [11,21,64], this study incorporates multiple
conditions within a unified analytical framework. By considering China’s unique insti-
tutional arrangements, we identify six key conditions influencing rural entrepreneurial
performance, thereby establishing a theoretical foundation for empirically analyzing the
synergistic impact of multiple factors in rural entrepreneurial ecosystems. This integrative
approach facilitates a more nuanced understanding of the macro-context shaping rural
entrepreneurial performance.

Secondly, employing a configurational perspective and fsQCA, we empirically ex-
amine the synergistic effects of market, capital, infrastructure, and institutional elements
across multiple levels within rural entrepreneurial ecosystems. This methodology not only
deepens our understanding of symbiotic mechanisms in entrepreneurial ecosystems but
also addresses scholarly calls for applying configurational perspectives and qualitative
comparative analysis to this complex phenomenon [65]. Furthermore, based on compara-
tive configuration analysis, we reveal substitutional relationships among entrepreneurial
elements in explaining high rural entrepreneurial performance. While existing research has
primarily focused on the synergistic and complementary relationships between elements
within the entrepreneurial ecosystem [63,66,67], the substitutional effects among various
factors have rarely been addressed. In this respect, this study advances the understanding
of relationships among entrepreneurial ecosystem elements.

Thirdly, by analyzing the first batch of typical counties for innovation and entrepreneur-
ship designated by China’s Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs, we provide a
more systematic and granular analysis of rural entrepreneurial environments. The cross-
validation of theory, cases, and data offers theoretical insights and practical implications
for a more nuanced classification of the causal complexity between rural entrepreneurial
elements and performance. Xu et al. (2020) call for exploring the antecedents, outcomes,
and interactive mechanisms of entrepreneurship under different contextual conditions [68].
While previous research on disparities in rural economic or village industrial development
has typically focused on inter-provincial (municipal) comparisons [4], our analytical ap-
proach transcends geographical constraints by reclassifying county-level cases based on
development status and path logic, enabling practical summarization and theoretical explo-
ration grounded in case-specific trajectories and outcomes. This method provides detailed
guidance for exploring and promoting diverse pathways to high rural entrepreneurial
performance, advancing beyond the inter-provincial or inter-city comparisons prevalent in
previous studies on rural economic or industrial development disparities.

5.3. Practical Implications

The rural entrepreneurial ecosystem, a complex and dynamic entity, influences en-
trepreneurial performance through the interaction of its internal elements. Our research
reveals that market and government scale are crucial in enhancing rural entrepreneurial
performance, with the government’s role varying under different resource constraints. Con-
sequently, targeted approaches are essential when guiding rural entrepreneurial practices.
We propose two main strategies as follows:

(1) In areas with substantial local market demand, governments should minimize inter-
vention in entrepreneurial activities, fostering an environment conducive to entrepreneurial
passion and high performance. This approach involves simplifying administrative pro-
cesses, implementing “one-stop” services, and reducing institutional transaction costs.
It also requires establishing fair market competition by eliminating hidden barriers and
ensuring equal market access. Furthermore, the development of multi-level, specialized
entrepreneurial service platforms offering comprehensive, personalized guidance is crucial.
Encouraging social organizations to participate in these services can create a diversified
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landscape led by the government, driven by the market, and involving society. Additionally,
establishing rural property rights trading markets can revitalize idle assets and promote
optimal resource allocation, while encouraging the flow of high-quality urban elements
(talent, technology, capital) to rural areas can inject new vitality into rural entrepreneurship.

(2) In regions where local market demand is insufficient to support enterprise growth,
government departments should take a leading role in removing obstacles to entrepreneur-
ship. This involves promoting rural infrastructure and internet development, providing
supportive fiscal and financial policies, and implementing talent training systems. The fo-
cus should be on formulating industry development plans aligned with local resources and
potential, guiding rural entrepreneurs towards emerging industries such as agricultural
industrialization, product processing, rural tourism, and e-commerce. This approach pro-
motes integrated development across primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors. Constructing
rural entrepreneurship parks and incubation bases can provide low-cost operational sup-
port for entrepreneurs, while extending innovation and entrepreneurship demonstration
bases to rural areas can foster urban—rural synergies. Finally, increased investment in
rural infrastructure (transportation, water conservancy, electricity, communication, etc.)
is essential, with particular emphasis on accelerating internet infrastructure to leverage
“Internet+” applications, thereby expanding market opportunities for rural entrepreneurs.

5.4. Research Limitations

This study, like its predecessors, has certain limitations. First, using China’s rural in-
novation and entrepreneurship demonstration counties as samples to explore the influence
mechanisms of entrepreneurial ecosystem element combinations on entrepreneurial perfor-
mance may have certain constraints. Our research indicates that government support strongly
influences rural entrepreneurial activities in China. Chen et al. (2020) also confirm that
compared to Western countries, the Chinese government plays a more crucial role in the
entrepreneurial ecosystem, directly affecting the success or failure of entrepreneurial ventures
through the provision of essential resources such as licenses, land, and funding [69]. This differ-
ence primarily stems from the unique nature and degree of Chinese government intervention
in the economy on a global scale. Compared to Western market economies, the Chinese
government plays a more proactive role in economic activities, not only influencing market
directions through policy guidance and resource allocation but also directly participating
in economic construction and industrial development. Through this deep involvement, the
government more effectively achieves macroeconomic control objectives while potentially
affecting the natural laws of market development. Therefore, the rural entrepreneurial
ecosystem model constructed in this study may not be applicable to other countries, and
future research needs to explore more diverse rural entrepreneurial practices. Second,
although our theoretical model integrates six key antecedent conditions within the rural en-
trepreneurial ecosystem framework, the complexity of entrepreneurship means that some
crucial factors—such as cultural influences, individual characteristics, and entrepreneurial
platforms—remain underexplored. Subsequent studies could incorporate resource-based
theory, innovation theory, and regional coordinated development theory to construct a
more comprehensive analysis of rural entrepreneurial ecosystems and obtain more holistic
and nuanced research conclusions through diversified data collection methods.
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