
Anglia Ruskin University 

Business School 

SME Innovation and Growth: 

Towards a Support Framework 

Andrew Mark Hayman 

A thesis in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy  

October 2019 (Re-submitted February 2021) 



Abstract 

Supporting small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to grow and innovate has been an 

important priority in national economic strategies. These are often underpinned at regional 

level by the implementation of Innovation Support Programmes (ISP) and the content, 

delivery and targeting of these has received attention from both the academic and policy 

communities. 

SME growth, however, is not easy to achieve and, as a result, a long tradition of research has 

attempted to identify and define Critical Success Factors (CSF) and orientations 

demonstrated by successful small firms. Studies have shown that SME development needs to 

be understood in its embeddedness in various contexts and that qualitative factors, such as 

leadership, culture, human and owner-manager and entrepreneurial orientations (EO), can 

have a compelling impact on a firm’s dynamic capabilities and overall success. 

This thesis builds on the discourse regarding the identification of CSFs demonstrated by 

high-growth innovative SMEs. The study takes a sociological institutional approach to its 

research questions to broaden our understanding of the crucial role of the owner-manager, 

key strategic considerations, challenges and choices, and institutional frameworks that can 

embed entrepreneurial behaviours. Understanding the characteristics that are conducive to 

growth, combined with a deeper understanding of broader institutional contexts in which the 

SME operates, should assist in the development of a more robust CSF framework to enhance 

ISPs. 

The study follows a pragmatic research design, involving a survey of 200 SMEs, 50 face-to-

face interviews with SME owner-managers and a focus group. Thematic analysis was used to 

identify key themes, characteristics and strategies that have a bearing on growth and 

innovation performance and the impact of ISPs on firms. 

The findings show that leadership and strategic orientations can have a significant impact on 

SME growth. Such orientations can be the bedrock of the provision of goods or services that 

others find difficult to replicate, the positive management of and resilience to challenges and 

the ability to develop customer-focused business models. These orientations are summarised 

in frameworks of CSFs and Critical Leadership Characteristics. 

This knowledge not only assists in the challenge of identifying high growth potential but also 

provides a more complete picture of CSFs that can be used by stakeholders in the targeting 

and delivery of more effective, nuanced and calibrated policy support. The thesis concludes 

with recommendations for policymakers, owner-managers and academic partners to increase 

the impact of their Innovation Support strategies and activities to meet economic and societal 

goals. 
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Chapter One: Introduction to the Thesis  

 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are a vital part of the British economy. 

They provide 60 per cent of private sector jobs and 50 per cent of private sector 

turnover. In the economic climate following the 2008 financial crisis, growth has 

tended to come from small businesses and the sector now accounts for 99 per cent 

of all business (HoC, 2013, 2017). 

 

Innovation is recognised as a key determinant of the future prosperity for new 

business ventures. In the UK, it has been recognised that changes in the 

international economy will result in increased competition from global markets 

(BIS, 2013) and, as a result, innovation has been regarded as an important national 

priority. Central and regional government support has been made available that has 

included the development of Innovation Support Programmes (ISP) to the SME 

sector. In 2017, the UK Government reinforced this commitment in its Industrial 

Strategy (BEIS, 2017) outlining further investment in infrastructure and specialist 

innovation resources to increase capabilities in the UK. In response to this, 

Government has drawn upon strategic partners such as Local Enterprise 

Partnerships (LEP), universities, county councils and local authorities to deliver 

and increase the scope of support measures available to SMEs (HEFCE, 2017; LEP 

Network, 2020). In addition, academic institutions themselves have become central 

to the development and delivery of specific initiatives to support growth within the 

sector (HEFCE, 2017). However, SME growth is not easy to achieve as a long 

tradition of research that tries to identify and understand Critical Success Factors 

(CSF) documents. Since the late 1950s (Landstrom, 2007), studies have attempted 

to identify and define critical success factors (CSF) and orientations demonstrated 

by successful small firms (Storey, 1994; Pickernell et al., 2008; Gray et al., 2012; 

Farrelly et al., 2013; Kenny, 2015; Pachouri and Sharma, 2016).  

  

Performance data of SMEs are one approach to assess success or growth potential 

(Shepherd and Wiklund, 2009; Wennberg, 2013). Whilst metrics may provide one 

type of indicator, scholars have suggested that qualitative factors, such as 

leadership, culture, human and entrepreneurial orientations (EO), may have an 
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even more compelling impact on an SMEs dynamic capabilities and overall success 

(Felin and Foss, 2009; Gupta et al, 2013; Love and Roper 2015; Jones et al., 2018).  

 

This thesis adds to a stream of research (Jack and Anderson, 2002; Kibler et al., 

2014) that extends this approach following the growing recognition that SME 

development needs to be understood in its embeddedness in various identities, and 

contexts, i.e. the interplay between individual owners, firms and institutional 

settings (Thornton, 1999; Welter, 2011; Jennings et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2018). 

Thus, the challenge for researchers, and ultimately for practitioners and 

policymakers, is finding ways in which to identify, understand and attune the 

diverse and interlinked aspects involved in promoting SME growth and to 

determine appropriate strategies (Leurs, 2018).    

 

This thesis aims to inform research, practice and policy in addressing this challenge 

by extending our current knowledge of CSFs as they relate to successful SMEs, 

and, in particular, broadens the scope of our understanding of leadership 

characteristics and orientations on the part of owner-managers.  This is in response 

to the findings in the literature that suggested that more nuanced perspectives on 

leadership, culture and other CSFs were becoming essential to achieve success in 

policy initiatives (Burkinshaw and Hansen 2007; Beynon et al., 2020). SME 

development, therefore, needs to be understood in its embeddedness in various 

contexts, i.e. individual owner-managers, firms, and social and institutional settings 

(Welter, 1999; Jennings et al., 2013). The study, therefore, takes a sociological 

institutional approach in the framing of the research questions to reveal wider 

contexts, challenges, orientations and strategies that have a bearing on success 

(Scott, 1995, Kibler et al., 2014). The key research questions were, therefore, 

defined as follows: 

 

I. What are the key factors and characteristics of SMEs and their owners that 

have contributed to high growth and innovation in Essex? 

II. What are the key challenges and strategic considerations and positioning 

used by Essex SMEs when responding to their markets, stakeholders and 

wider responsibilities?  
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III. What are the key lessons for policy makers and those involved in 

determining and delivering ISP activities and frameworks in Essex? 

 

These questions were addressed in an empirical study of a population of successful 

SMEs and their owner-managers in the county of Essex situated in the South East 

of the UK. Essex provided an ideal setting for the study because of two main 

benefits. Firstly, as part of its Economic Growth Strategy, launched in 2012, Essex 

County Council (ECC) had given a commitment to SME growth and innovation 

and this was re-affirmed in its ‘Vision for Essex 2013 – 2017’ (ECC, 2012). As a 

result, policymakers had taken the decision that its ISPs should be developed in 

conjunction with an academic partner to ensure that future initiatives were 

underpinned by empirical research. This decision would afford the PhD researcher 

access to key stakeholders and an infrastructure that would facilitate the study. 

Secondly, Essex has one of largest SME populations within the UK and, as such, 

it would enable the author to investigate success factors in a variety of settings, 

sectors and locations, enhancing the overall value of the research in respect of its 

wider academic contribution and its potential applicability to other regions. 

 

A mixed-methods approach was used, comprising an online survey of 200 SMEs, 

a focus group and interviews with 50 owner-managers. Whilst the quantitative 

methods assisted in the identification of themes and trends about the target 

population, the emphasis was on the qualitative (and explanational) aspects which 

enabled deeper insights to be gained and enhance the study’s contribution to 

existing knowledge. Thematic analyses of the data enabled the author to identify 

clusters of characteristics demonstrated by successful SMEs, particularly in 

relation to orientations and strategies that have contributed to their dynamic 

capabilities. The results included leadership, culture and structure; strategic 

choices, networks and unique selling points (USP). The leadership and cultural 

factors were attuned to show styles, structures, outlook, organisational climate and 

how an SME maximises networks. 

 

With these findings, this thesis contributes to research, practice and policy. First, 

building on studies that have demonstrated the relevance of qualitative factors 
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(Lang et al., 2014; Love and Roper, 2015; Beynon et al., 2020) and, in particular, 

Dyer’s model of an ‘innovator’s DNA’ (Dyer et al., 2009), the thesis explores and 

extends our understanding of the constituent parts of conducive leadership, cultural 

and strategic orientations in SME success. Among the most important of these were 

found to be the creation of an environment where innovation can flourish, agility 

in embracing change and learning, and skilful management of human capital. The 

study demonstrated that these characteristics can be the bedrock of other critical 

factors such as the provision of goods or services that others find difficult to 

replicate, positive management of and resilience to challenges and the ability to 

develop customer-focused business models. This knowledge not only assists in the 

challenge of identifying high growth potential but also provides a more complete 

picture of CSFs that can be used by stakeholders in the targeting and delivery of 

more effective and nuanced policy support.  

 

Second, the thesis also makes a theoretical contribution to the understanding of 

SME resilience. Kibler et al. (2014) describe ‘cognitive, normative and regulative’ 

aspects as the three pillars (Scott, 1995) of an institutional setting and suggest this 

analytical structure for assessing the resilience of organisations. Building on these 

pillars, the thesis enhances our understanding of the crucial role of the owner-

manager, key strategic considerations, challenges and choices, and institutional 

frameworks that can embed entrepreneurial behaviours within an SME (Jack and 

Anderson, 2002). Understanding the characteristics that are conducive to growth, 

combined with a deeper understanding of broader institutional contexts in which 

the SME operates, should assist in the development of a more robust CSF 

framework to enhance ISPs. 

 

To this end, the results of this thesis are summarized in a CSF framework which 

extends to Critical Leadership Characteristics (CLC). This builds on CSF 

frameworks proposed by earlier studies (Storey, 1994; Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 

2015). The CLCs include five important orientations on the part of owner-

managers, the firm and strategic choices and positioning under the headings of 

Climate, Centering, Challenges, Connectivity and Character (Gray et al., 2012; 

Farrelly et al., 2013; Love and Roper, 2015; Abbosh et al., 2019). The findings 
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reveal that SMEs that have embedded such characteristics are likely to show a 

greater degree of resilience and enhanced dynamic capabilities (Kibler et al. 2014; 

Hossain et al., 2016). 

 

The study also has important implications for policy and practice. The early 

findings have already been utilised to inform and reshape policy initiatives on the 

part of Essex County Council in terms of the support it provided for its SMEs in 

2017. The thesis has also provided a basis for the introduction of new Knowledge 

Transfer Partnerships (KTP). These important collaborative endeavours between 

Essex-based SMEs and an academic partner have helped Anglia Ruskin University 

(ARU) meet one of its key strategic objectives, i.e. ‘to build and develop stronger 

and more productive relationships with industry, public sector and businesses in 

areas linked to its research strengths’ (ARU, 2017). In addition, the identification 

of CSFs and CLCs frameworks can be used in audit, performance review and in 

policy development; as well as in providing more finely calibrated SME or owner-

manager support arrangements. 

 

The thesis consists of seven chapters. Chapter One introduces the research topic 

and sets out the context and drivers for the subject area. The chapter also discusses 

what is already known, current areas of discourse within the field, research themes, 

methods and the theoretical and practical contributions of the thesis. 

 

Chapter Two provides a comprehensive view of the literature on SME growth and 

ISPs as a sound basis for the research work. It identifies a range of themes that may 

impact small business growth and need to be taken into account in the design and 

delivery of future programmes. The crucial role of the owner-manager is explored 

in detail. The chapter concludes by the drawing up of research questions and 

conceptual framework based on the literature considered. 

 

Chapter Three discusses the methodology to support the study. It provides an 

analysis of various methods and provides a rationale behind the choices of those 

adopted. It also discusses important issues such as the standpoint of the researcher 

and ethical considerations. The chapter then goes on to discuss the programme or 
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shape of the research agenda and tasks. The concluding parts cover issues in the 

research journey such as ‘data saturation’ and the management of the process. 

 

Chapter Four is the first of three chapters that is devoted to the analysis and findings 

of the various parts of the research process. It discusses the identification of the 

research cohort for the next step in the programme, i.e. semi-structured interviews. 

It then goes on to identify key trends in the data that ultimately have an important 

bearing on the future direction of ISPs. Chapter Five builds on the findings and 

reports on the analysis to determine the key characteristics of high growth SMEs. 

Chapter Six contains a synthesis and discussion of the analysis and findings of the 

various research stages and identifies the challenges and support needs that should 

be addressed in ISPs, as well as CSFs. The chapter concludes by addressing each 

of the research questions in detail. 

 

Chapter Seven, as the final chapter, draws conclusions from the research and 

proposes a set of recommendations. It describes a new framework for CLCs, 

together with proposals for content of future ISPs in Essex. In addition, the 

theoretical contribution and implications for policy and practice are stated,                   

together with suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

 

2.1 Scope and Rationale 

 

In order to fulfil the aims of academic research, it is necessary to ensure that 

evidence is derived from existing literature (Bryman, 2007). The search strategy, 

therefore, comprised initial desk research to identify the literature that existed in 

relation to the topic area. This was undertaken in order to frame the subsequent 

research steps and to gain an appreciation of the scope of scholarly interest. 

 

The factors affecting growth and innovation performance that need to be 

considered in formulating a support framework for SMEs are extremely wide-

ranging. These, amongst others, range from the role of owner-managers, SME 

characteristics and strategies, the context and environment in which firms operate 

and the role of external agencies. There is also a need to review literature in relation 

to the definitions, understanding and analyses of the subject matter to ensure that 

the subsequent methodologies used could support the aims of the study. 

 

The author was also keen to ensure that such multifarious set of factors could be 

drawn together in a manageable way by viewing the topics through theoretical 

lenses that could, in conjunction with the literature, form a conceptual framework 

for the study (and subsequent conclusions and recommendations). In this respect, 

the author observed that issues affecting growth and innovation tended to coalesce 

on different levels or contexts; including the individual SME and owner-

manager(s), the external environment and challenges and the institutional 

frameworks in which firms operate. In addition, the author concluded that the goal 

of a support framework for SMEs could be viewed in term of the embedding of 

behaviours that are conductive to growth (Jack and Anderson, 2002). The 

theoretical lenses chosen, therefore, were ‘embeddedness’ and ‘contextualising’ 

the various actors involved in SME growth, based on the work of Kibler et al., 

(2014), Welter (2010), the institutional and organisational perspectives of Scott 

(1995) and the perspectives of Lang et al., (2013). These lenses are fully explored 

in paragraphs 2.10 and 2.11 in the development of a conceptual framework and 
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research questions. The author hopes that this approach will help ensure that an 

understandable thread runs through the study of a wide range of topics, as well as 

making a further contribution towards knowledge by combining and extending the 

use of these theoretical lenses and contexts. 

 

Amongst the reasons for undertaking a literature review, Boote and Beile (2005) 

identified the enabling of the researcher to learn from previous theory on the subject 

and to illustrate how the subject had been studied previously. Dudovskiy (2018) 

comments that: 

 

“Literature review is an important part of any research because it helps to identify 

the scope of works that have been done so far in research area. Findings are used 

as the foundation for the researcher to be built upon to achieve her research.” 

Dudovskiy (2018, p. 173). 

 

The review for this study was ‘narrative’ in nature. A narrative review summarises 

the body of a literature and critiques it. It also draws conclusions about the topic 

and identifies gaps or inconsistencies in a body of knowledge (Bryman, 2007).  

 

The next step was to conduct a thorough review and analysis of previous studies 

involving growth of and innovation within SMEs. Areas such as the context, 

economic issues and definitions were also investigated. These studies included 

those undertaken by academics in the field; some of whom were working in 

Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTP). In addition, account was taken of articles 

in management journals, written often by leading academics or practitioners in the 

field. The review included studies both in the UK and internationally. The author 

made use of several search tools, facilities and databases including Google Scholar, 

Anglia Ruskin Library and the British Library. These search engines provided 

access to key journals featuring important scholarly work undertaken by academics 

working in the field of small business growth, economics and entrepreneurship. 

Such publications included the Journal of Small Business and Enterprise 

Development and the Journal of Business Venturing and the Journal of Small 

Business Management. In addition, to inform the study in the areas of leadership, 
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innovation and strategy, the author made use of key publications such as Harvard 

Business Review, Management Review, Management Science and many others. 

Use of online resources was also important and allowed the inclusion of 

government and policy data in respect of the SME landscape, national and regional 

strategies and innovation support. Conference and discussion papers by leading 

academics and business leaders were also considered. The author made full use of 

and (gratefully acknowledges) the assistance provided by ARU library staff in 

conducting literature searches. In addition, opportunities were maximised to draw 

upon the knowledge and expertise of the PhD supervisory team and other university 

with expertise and an interest in SME growth. 

 

To underpin the study and identify research participants, it was also important to 

investigate an appropriate means of defining growth and reviewing innovation 

activity within SMEs. In addition, the researcher wanted to establish a set of SME 

and owner-manager factors or characteristics that were conducive to growth and 

innovation that could be tested. This would provide an opportunity to investigate 

whether previous assumptions were accurate or whether there were additional or 

more nuanced factors that contribute to growth. 

 

The author appreciated that the issues that had a bearing on innovation and growth 

in SMEs were multifarious and each one could warrant its own review of the 

literature. The author concluded from the initial desk research that, because of the 

economic significance of the small business sector, there was much valuable 

literature on specific economic and strategic factors, including studies concerning 

measuring growth and the impact of ISPs in the UK and worldwide. 

 

This meant that the thesis would be providing a narrative across a wide range of 

related areas. A holistic approach, however, was taken to ensure that there was a 

sound background to the topic that would highlight the relevance of the research 

(Holland and Rees, 2011). The author was aware that this might result in each area 

not necessarily receiving the detailed attention that would otherwise be given and, 

in this respect, areas that would benefit from further investigation or follow-up 

studies are discussed later in the thesis. A holistic view, however, enabled more 
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nuanced and, sometimes, less obvious issues to be considered. In addition, it was 

possible to explore the connectivity of factors and the relevance of each one to the 

topic. 

 

From the initial desk research, the author concluded that the areas that needed to 

be included were the SME landscape, contribution of the sector in economic terms, 

measuring growth, ISPs, factors that influence growth and innovation and how 

processes can be successfully managed. In addition, in order that the thesis could 

support the future work of policymakers, businesses and HE partners, it was 

essential that the literature review took account of relevant existing theoretical 

models, particularly those that relate to characteristics and factors that allow 

innovation to flourish. This approach was reinforced by Harmancioglu et al. (2009) 

who identified a number of construct levels, i.e. socio-political, organisational and 

individual, that had a bearing on innovation strategies. In considering theoretical 

models, particular attention would be given to the role that owner-manager 

characteristics and leadership can play in promoting growth and innovation. Figure 

1 below shows the various areas considered during the Review of the Literature; 

intended as a holistic way of framing the discussion, research and 

recommendations: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Review of the Literature: Key Areas 

Source: The Author 
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The literature review included Government publications, relevant journals, 

previous research studies, articles and texts. In addition, whilst there is inclusion of 

a relevant body of information from the 20th Century, the review was supported by 

recent thinking from leading publications such as Harvard Business Review and 

other reputable business and management journals. This was to ensure that the 

evidence contained up-to-date thinking in emerging areas such as innovation 

management and leadership. The initial desk research had also shown a number of 

studies that had considered the effectiveness of existing ISPs and, in proposing a 

new framework; the author concluded that such literature would be crucial to the 

discussion. The key conclusions arising from this stage of the research are 

summarised in paragraph 11 at the end of this chapter and are used to frame the 

next steps of the research strategy. 

 

2.2 The SME and Essex Landscape, Significance and Definitions 

 

SMEs are a vital part of the British economy.  In 2013, there were a recorded 4.9 

million businesses in the UK of which over 99 per cent were SMEs (BIS, 2016)  

By 2016, this number had risen to 5.4 million (HoC Library, 2016). SMEs provide 

over 59 per cent of private sector jobs and are responsible for 49 per cent of private 

sector turnover and this is increasing. Figure 2 below outlines the full contribution 

in terms of income generated in terms of business, employment and revenue 

(turnover): 

 

No employees 

Businesses 

1000s 

4,172 

Employment 

1000s 

4,535 

Turnover 

£ billions 

255 

Businesses Employment Turnover 

% % % 

76% 17% 7% 

SMEs (0-250 employees) 5,490 15,734 1,825 99.9% 60% 49% 

Of which: Micro (0-9 

employees) 

5,254 8,513 718 96% 32% 19% 

Small (10-49 

employees) 

204 3,970 561 4% 15% 15% 

Medium (50-249 

employees) 

33 3,251 546 1% 12% 14% 

Large (250+ employees) 7 10,470 2,036 0.1% 40% 53% 

Total, all businesses 5,498 26,204 3,861 100% 100% 100% 

 

Figure 2: Private sector businesses in the UK by number of employees. 

Source: BIS, Business Population Estimates Notes: Data relates to the start of 2016, 

Numbers rounded to the nearest 1000. 
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The total contribution in terms of income to the UK economy shown in the most 

recent BEIS report is £1,825 billion. Figure 3 below shows the sector’s contribution 

to UK employment; demonstrating that 60 per cent of total employment is provided 

by the small to medium size sector. 

 

Figure 3: Share of enterprises in the UK private sector, 2016. 

Source: BIS, Business population estimates, 2016, p. 1. 

 

Essex is located in South East England, situated to the north of the River Thames 

corridor to the east of Greater London. Excluding the capital, it is the third most 

populated county in the UK which, in 2018, was recorded at 1.464 million (LG 

Association, 2018). Its projected population growth estimate over the next 20 years 

is 5% above the national average. Although the County has been caricatured in 

various ways over the past decade, it has been described as ‘entrepreneurial’ 

(Guardian, 2018). This is evidenced by the fact that, apart from London, Greater 

Manchester and the Midlands, Essex has the highest number of start-ups in the UK 

(LG Association, 2018). Its percentage share of start-up firms, between 2010 and 

2015, accounted for over 3% of the UK’s total (EEC, 2017). 

 

Whilst all areas are well represented in Essex, small businesses predominately 

comprise the construction, logistics, retail and tertiary sectors, including finance, 

real estate and information. The County’s access to ports, airports, rail and road 

links to London has ensured that it has remained an attractive environment for 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/559219/bpe_2016_statistical_release.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/559219/bpe_2016_statistical_release.pdf
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investors (ECC, 2017). Whilst it lays claim to a high level of business start-ups and 

established SMEs, Essex faces a particular challenge in that its strong record has 

not fed through into faster economic growth or productivity although survival rates 

are ahead of the average for the UK (EEC, 2017). 

 

In 2013, Essex County Council (ECC) launched its Economic Growth Strategy 

(EGS), giving a commitment to enterprise and innovation and this was re-affirmed 

in its ‘Vision for Essex 2013 – 2017’ ‘Where Innovation Brings Prosperity’ (ECC, 

2012). To underpin its vision, an ambitious agenda was introduced to support small 

businesses to innovate and become more competitive and this was reflected in the 

development of its Innovation Support Programmes (ISP). ISPs have included a 

range of initiatives including the provision of accommodation and support for start-

up companies and entrepreneurs. Guidance and expertise have also been provided 

in the areas of entering new markets and attracting investment. These ambitions 

were set out in the Essex Innovation Programme designed to help companies to 

develop and exploit their creative and innovative commercial ideas, by providing 

them with experienced professional support to help them to grow (Invest Essex, 

2012). The strategy had the following goals: 

 

a. to work with Higher Education Institutions (HEI) partners to enable 

business, higher education and local authority collaboration in support of 

target sectors including support for knowledge exchange, the 

commercialisation of research and innovation within supply chains; 

 

b. to re-launch a successful programme of world class innovation support, 

particularly to support strategic development of businesses in its target 

sectors. 

 

To foster its relationship with Anglian Ruskin University and to ensure that its EGS 

strategy was evidence based, this PhD research project was undertaken whereby 

this thesis would support the direction of future actions (ARU, 2015). Further 

discussion on the Essex Innovation Programme is included in Paragraph 2.6 of the 
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thesis. The relevance and positioning of an Essex-based study to wider academic 

work is included in the Introduction Chapter. 

 

It can be seen that the performance of SMEs has a major impact on the wider UK 

economy.  Additionally, the contribution of SMEs to economic activity in this 

country is mirrored globally and Vidal (1999) concluded that they consistently 

make up over 80 per cent of the economic fabric of industrialised economies.  In 

the United States of America (USA), for example, a study conducted by the Small 

Business Administration (SBA) in 2008, identified that 50 per cent of the total 

American workforce and approximately half the nation’s GDP was attributable to 

SMEs (SBA, 2012).  

 

In China, the private sector is mainly composed of SMEs and accounts for 90 per 

cent of all businesses (SBA, 2012). The sector contributes to more than 50 per cent 

of tax revenues, over 60 per cent of GDP and over 80 per cent of urban 

employment; the businesses becoming a crucial pillar for job opportunities, 

economic growth and social progress (He Weiwen, 2018). In India, SMEs are 

widely considered to be the key drivers for economic growth (Evolve, 2014). 

Worldwide, it is reported that SMEs account for 90% of all enterprises (NDRC, 

2018). As a result of this contribution, in more recent years, the SME sector has 

received increased attention from both the academic and policy communities. This 

is because their ability to impact growth, employment, innovation and poverty 

reduction is clearly apparent (Kingombe et al, 2010). 

 

Almost a century ago, Schumpeter (1935) emphasised the role of the entrepreneur 

and small business as the primary stimulus of economic development.  This view 

prevailed for many years and, during the recession of the 1990s, Audretsch (2000) 

stressed that it was small businesses and entrepreneurship that had been largely 

responsible for economic recovery.  It was, indeed, small businesses that brought 

about a required resurgence in competitiveness, innovation and job creation. 

Audretsch (2000) further suggested that, if SMEs were responsible for recovery in 

the late 1990s, there was good reason to assume that this would be the case in future 

recessions or economic difficulties.  In 2013, the Organisation for Economic Co-
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operation and Development (OECD) also stressed the importance of the SME in 

terms of generating jobs and raising incomes.  As a result, OECD promoted the 

crucial need for local authorities to support SMEs and that this should be a major 

pillar in their local and regional development strategies (OECD, 2013). 

 

In keeping with this, in the UK, the Department for Innovation, Business and Skills 

(BIS), (now the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, BEIS) 

stated in 2013 that, in the economic climate that prevailed, business growth was 

most likely to come from SMEs.  In fact, it is suggested that following the economic 

crisis of 2008, it was the small business sector that had made the most significant 

contribution to economic recovery. It is, therefore, encouraging that the last three 

years have seen the highest level of business start-ups since the last recession with 

over 450,000 registered.  The EC (European Commission) Performance Review 

(European Commission, 2013) described the UK as having a very competitive 

environment for SMEs compared to other member states.  The EC further predicted 

that the future outlook was positive with an expected rise in the number of SMEs, 

employment and value-added. Caloghirou et al. (2004) suggested that a reason for 

this is because the SME’s focus is often in concentrated industries that allow them 

to occupy market niches enabling the earning of high profits despite the monopoly 

power of large organisations. It is also understood that as the world is fast-changing 

and responding to major developments in technology, SMEs can be agile and 

flexible enough to exploit or lead market opportunities (Kingombe et al., 2010). 

While not all small firms will become the giants of tomorrow, one only has to look 

at companies such as Amazon, Facebook, Google and Uber to realise the potential 

for fast, market-changing and disruptive growth experienced by former SMEs over 

a comparatively short period of time. 

 

These trends are reflected globally and Hu (2003) observed that the role of SMEs 

has grown in importance since the 1980s.  SMEs are considered to be the backbone 

of European economies and, in Asia, SMEs were described as ‘an army of ants’ 

which can fight economic crises (Hu, 2003).  In 2018, the government of India, 

rolled out its Start-up and Innovation policy designed to ensure that the country 

establishes at least 5000 new SMEs by 2023 (Muruganandham, 2019). Headd 
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(2010) concluded that in the USA, as most of the enterprise comes from SMEs, 

energising the sector was a key priority in the aftermath of the economic downturn 

of the early 2000s.  SMEs have therefore been described as employment generators 

and reservoirs of innovation (Audretsch 2002; Craig and Kohlbase 2006; Kolb, 

2007). In 2018, China’s National Development and Reform Commission declared 

that SMEs had a stronger passion for innovation than larger companies and because 

larger companies are already perceived to have an advantageous position in the 

market, they have little desire for innovation to promote development (Weiwen, 

2018). Fraser (2018) observed that, as an example of this, one of the fastest growing 

sectors is Fintech (computer programs and other technology used to support or 

enable banking and financial services) and that Fintech innovations are not just 

confined to larger organisations with deep pockets. With the government 

introducing tax incentives for smaller companies, many SMEs are now pioneering 

developments in this regard and this is set to grow in the next decade. In addition, 

Fintech itself is providing innovative ways of supporting the financing of SMEs 

(Fraser, 2018). 

 

Whilst there is growing focus on the importance of the SME sector there is one 

fundamental problem with it and that is that the UK government does not have a 

single definition of what a small or medium enterprise is.  For the purpose of 

Research and Development Tax Relief, Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs 

(HMRC) defines an SME as a business with not more than 500 employees and an 

annual turnover not exceeding £100 million (HMRC, 2007).  Other UK 

government departments, however, do not use this definition.  For the purposes of 

collecting statistics, BIS defines SMEs as companies with less than 250 employees 

(BIS, 2015).  For accounting purposes, Companies House defines a small business 

as employing less than 50 people and a turnover under £6.5 million, and a medium 

sized business as less than 250 employees and a turnover under £25.9 million.  

Further complications arise within other parts of the UK government that use the 

EU definitions of a SME which are as follows: 

 

⎯ Micro Business = less than 10 employees and turnover under £2 million 

⎯ Small Business = less than 50 employees and turnover under £10 million 
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⎯ Medium Business = less than 250 employees and turnover under £50 

million (European Commission, 2016). 

 

Depending on which definition is used, an SME could have anywhere between 10 

and 500 employees and a turnover between £6.5 million and £50 million.  We are 

also left with the problem that attempting to find neat sub-groups can limit the 

analytic usefulness (Headd and Saade, 2008), but arriving at an acceptable and 

easily understood definition is vital, not only for this research project, but for 

understanding the cohort of businesses that should be included in ISPs future 

initiatives and economic development strategies. The most common and widely 

understood definition currently in use by county councils and local authorities is 

companies that employ no more than 250 employees (ONS, 2016).  The OECD, in 

its work on high growth firms (HGF) in 2002 stated that, although a focus on the 

number of employees may lead to a bias towards larger companies, it does provide 

a measure of absolute growth. From this assumption, it determined a growth 

indicator based on employment (EC, 2003). This is supported by the work of 

Ayyagari et al. (2005) who noted that whilst variations in interpretation occur, 

Kingombe et al. (2010) suggested that the cut-off point should be 250 employees. 

 

The EU definition of an SME is a firm that employs up to 250 staff (OECD, 2005) 

which excludes micro businesses of up to 10 employees (ONS, 2016).  It is the 

case, however that, whilst it is possible to arrive at a definition of SME for the 

purposes of study, definitions do not provide any evidence of whether the firm 

demonstrates growth potential. Various commentators have suggested that in terms 

of the targeting of innovation support, a distinction between SMEs and HGFs is 

important and this will, therefore, need to be explored within the thesis (Dobbs and 

Hamilton, 2007; Shane, 2008). 

 

2.3 Innovation Indicators and Measuring High Growth 

 

Although much has been written on small business growth (Audretsch, 2002; 

Chittthaworn, 2010; Love and Roper, 2015; Mawson and Brown, 2016), Dobbs 

and Hamilton (2007) concluded that no single overarching model for determining 
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business growth exists.  Foley and Green (1989) also suggested that, in the absence 

of a universally accepted definition of growth, success has been interpreted in a 

variety of ways.  In addition, the factors that affect growth and the way in which 

they interact can be varied in nature and the resulting literature can be quite 

fragmented.  This leads us to conclude that, in the final analysis, an objective, 

comprehensive and predictable model of growth has been beyond reach 

(Fadahunsi, 2012). 

 

Cases have been put forward for different metrics to measure growth, for example, 

Smallbone et al. (1995) suggested an increase in revenue as a reliable factor.  

Storey (1994) recommended staff employed (and increases) as a valuable measure.  

The reason why such metrics are suggested is because factors such as revenue and 

employment are visible and relatively easy to obtain.  Carter and Jones-Evans 

(2000) suggested that a more objective measurement would be increases in profits 

or assets.  Another important, but somewhat less common measure, is growth in 

productivity (Nelson, 1991).  These approaches, however, can be problematic 

because the factors that influence one growth measure, e.g. an increase in profits, 

may not necessarily impact on another such as the number of employees. This may 

be because an organisation may experience growth in terms of turnover but may 

not, through reductions in unit costs or improvements in productivity, have 

experienced increases in the number of employees.  From this, the author suggests 

that it may even be the case that reduction in staff numbers, in response to process 

innovation, could ultimately have led to higher revenues. 

 

This being said, Fadahunsi (2012) suggested that, whilst measures such as asset 

value, market share and profit may generate more objective data, it is still more 

pragmatic to use measures such as number of employees and revenue.  This is also 

because of the relative ease in obtaining such data and there is less commercial risk 

for companies in disclosing that information.  Revenue is the income generated 

from sale of goods or services that are associated with the main operations of a 

company before any costs or expenses are deducted.  Revenue can also be referred 

to as sales or turnover.  Carter and Jones-Evans (2000) argued that using other 

measures, including increases in assets and profits, might provide more objective 
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measures of assessment.  They point out, however, that, for all the intricacies of 

what may constitute growth, academics and policy planners have tended to focus 

on the two measures of employment and sales (turnover) which address job 

creation and financial positions.  Similarly, Delmar (2005) and Shepherd and 

Wiklund (2009) who conducted an extensive literature review on ways of 

measuring growth concluded that the most predominant measures are growth in 

sales (interchangeably called turnover and revenue) or growth in employees. Apart 

from these absolute measures that can be used, because of pragmatism and easier 

access to data, Wennberg (2013) discussed the possibility of using relative growth 

rates, i.e., that sales may have increased by 20 per cent over a period of time. 

 

Whichever method is chosen, it has been suggested that absolute measures may 

favour larger companies and relative measures may favour smaller ones.  On 

reviewing the literature, it would appear that it is possible to take the view that a 

mixture of both relative and absolute measurements can be used to ensure there is 

not ‘disproportionality’.  Delmar (1997) reinforces the approach by suggesting that 

the most prominent measure of growth in small businesses is growth in sales or 

employees because of the organic nature of growth for these firms, whereas larger 

organisations can grow in a variety of ways through mergers or increasing 

efficiencies.  In addition, Wennberg (2013) recommends the use of a minimum size 

criterion for inclusion in a study. From this review, it is possible to determine a 

range of metrics that may be used to identify growth. These are shown in Table 1 

below; together with an indication of the studies and research they are based upon. 

Since the main thrust of this thesis is to examine the factors that contribute to 

success, an informed choice of metrics is essential to identify the research cohort 

for the study and for subsequent assessment of impact of future ISPs: 

 

Author Growth 

Indicator 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Smallbone et 

al. (1995) 

Wennberg 

(2013) 

Increase in 

revenue 

Easy to obtain and understand. 

Provides measure of relative 

growth without revealing 

profit data, i.e., sales may 

have increased by 20% over a 

period of time. 

Understood widely by 

industrial players. 

No measure of absolute 

growth or value. 

Sensitive, i.e., may 

compromise competitive 

position. 



 

20 

 

 
Table 1: Growth Indicators with Advantages and Disadvantages of each Metric. 

Adapted from Wennberg (2013). 

 

In their work for NESTA, Cunningham et al. (2013) suggested that a number of the 

outcomes in performance such as employment, turnover, etc. are relatively simple 

to measure. They concluded, however, that several outcomes, particularly those 

relating to behavioural changes and longer-term impact, e.g. innovation capacity, 

Carter and 

Jones-Evans 

(2000) 

Increases in 

profits and assets 

Provides two measures of 

absolute growth. 

Understood widely by 

industrial players. 

Difficult to obtain. 

Sensitive, i.e., may 

compromise competitive 

position. 

Defining what constitutes 

asset is problematic. 

Does not identify 

‘organic’ nature of 

growth. 

Nelson (1991) Growth in 

profits 

Can be used to provide 

measures of both relative and 

absolute growth. 

Understood widely by 

industrial players. 

Difficult to obtain. 

Sensitive, i.e., may 

compromise competitive 

position. 

Measures of absolute 

growth can favour larger 

companies. 

Fadhunsi 

(2002) 

Asset value 

Market share 

Profit 

Sophisticated and multi-

faceted. 

Provides objectivity by using 

a number of metrics. 

Difficult to obtain. 

Sensitive, i.e., may 

compromise competitive 

position. 

Defining what constitutes 

asset is problematic. 

Storey (1994) Increases in 

staffing 

Easy to obtain. 

Provides a measure of 

absolute growth. 

One of the more common 

growth indicators in use. 

Low level commercial risk. 

There may not be a 

relationship or positive 

correlation between 

staffing levels and growth, 

e.g., through changes in 

business processes or 

technology, a reduction in 

number of employees is 

possible whilst achieving 

growth. 

Narrow in focus with no 

scope for triangulation. 

Carter and 

Jones-Evans 

(2000) 

Delmar 

(1997) 

Shepherd and 

Wiklund 

(2009) 

Increase in 

turnover 

(revenue) 

Increase in 

staffing 

A more objective indicator 

using one absolute and one 

relative measure of growth, 

i.e., per centage increases in 

revenue and absolute number 

of employees over a period 

of time.  The use of more 

than one metric reduces 

disproportionality and the 

most predominant measures 

in use. 

Can identify ‘organic’ nature 

of growth. 

Possible to identify 

positive or negative 

correlations. 
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regional economic prosperity and transfer of knowledge, are much harder to 

quantify and measure. In their studies of innovation systems in Finland, Lemola 

and Lievonen (2008) highlighted the difficulties in measuring societal impacts. 

 

Measuring innovation performance and defining a reliable set of indicators has not 

been easy and has presented many challenges in the same way that measuring 

growth has (Grunfeld et al., 2016). In fact, measuring innovation activity and its 

impact on economic development begs the question as to “whether innovation 

inputs can be turned into innovation outputs” (Grunfeld et al., 2011, p. 6). Grupp 

and Mogee (2004) observed that the robustness of innovation scoreboards has been 

criticised empirically. Indicators cannot measure “the underlying phenomenon of 

interest. Innovation is intangible and not directly observable” (Grupp, 2006, p. 

109). Whilst it is possible to identify workable growth metrics, as described before, 

it may not always be possible to identify how growth is linked to innovation. 

Measurement, it seems, may require a mixture of hard and soft factors; some being 

based on observation and subsequent narrative. The OECD in their work on 

identifying HGFs has tended to focus on growth over a three-year period, taking 

into account increases in jobs created and turnover, which they suggest should be 

at least 20%. Reporting in 2013, however, it was concluded that “rapid business 

growth is not a steady phenomenon and HGFs do not remain as such for a long 

time” (OECD, 2013, p. 5). Grunfeld et al. (2011) posit, however, that it is possible 

for policymakers to use methods deployed in the private sector to determine 

economic benefits of innovation. They suggest that the current weakness in 

assessing outcomes is the failure of the public sector to view innovation 

management in terms of venture capital investments. They posit that indicators 

should encapsulate proofs of concept, commercialisation and profit. They also 

focus on the importance of the management of the process, suggesting that there 

are both quantitative and qualitative issues to be taken into account (Grunfeld et 

al., 2011). This may also be relevant to the issue of leadership which is explored 

later in this chapter. 

 

Despite tensions in the literature and mixed practices in terms of assessing growth 

and performance, finding a suitable basis for doing this is vital to ensure the 
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appropriate targeting of resources in regard to ISPs. Based on this review of the 

literature, recommendations for this are discussed later in the conclusions arising 

from the literature review. The recommendations not only have a wider 

significance but also are necessary to guide the next research stages in this thesis. 

 

2.4 Innovation – Definitions, Types and Relevance 

 

The role of innovation is recognised as a key determinant of future prosperity in 

developed economies and for the establishment and development of new business 

ventures (Audretsch 2002; Craig and Kohlbase 2006; Kolb, 2007). When 

reviewing the links between innovation or innovativeness and growth, much can 

depend on how it is defined. Drucker (2002) suggested that innovation is the 

specific function of entrepreneurship, whether in an existing business, a public 

service institution, or a new venture” (Drucker, 2002, pp. 2,5). It was observed that 

“innovation is a means by which the entrepreneur either creates new wealth-

producing resources or endows existing resources with enhanced potential for 

creating wealth” (Drucker, 2002). Davila et al. (2006) noted that firms do not grow 

through cost reduction and re-engineering alone. They suggested that innovation is 

the key element in providing top-line growth and for increasing bottom-line results. 

 

According to Freudenberg (2003), innovation can be defined as the development 

and deployment for economic uses of new products, processes and services.  In 

addition, various studies have defined innovation as a commitment or activity 

related to product development, often reflected in research and development 

(R&D) activities and sometimes identified by the number of patents a company has 

secured, whilst other studies have focussed on innovative business processes that 

contribute to growth. Collins (1997) suggested that innovation is the application of 

a new method or device. Importantly, in business terms, innovation needs to yield 

commercial value or the successful exploitation of a new idea (Thomas and 

Rhisiart, 2000). Oke et al. (2009) argued that innovation needed to represent a 

change in the status quo and the commercialisation of new discoveries. They 

further purport that ideas must be fully taken to market to constitute innovations. 

Commentators such as Lundvall describe the strategic transactions that need to 
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occur to bring innovators and the market together (Lundvall, 2016) and in 2009, 

Fagerberg and Verspagen suggested that several thousand scholars were now 

looking at innovation, in response to an increase in its strategic importance 

(Fagerberg and Verspagen, 2009). 

 

Since 1962, the OECD Working Party of National Experts on Science and 

Technology Indicators (NESTI), has been responsible for the development of the 

Frascati Manual.  The Manual is based on the experience gained from collecting 

R&D statistics in OECD member countries and elsewhere.  It is the result of the 

work of national experts relating to indicators for R&D and, over the years, has 

become the standard of conduct for R&D surveys and data collection.  The OECD 

has since provided further indicators in the form of the Oslo Manual (2005) which 

broadens the scope of innovation activity beyond science and technology R&D.  

 

OECD suggests that the ability to determine the scale of innovation activities, the 

characteristics of innovation in firms and the internal and systemic factors that can 

influence innovation is a prerequisite for the pursuit and analysis of policies aimed 

at fostering innovation (OECD, 2018).  As such, The Oslo Manual is the foremost 

international source of guidelines for the collection and use of data on innovation 

activities in industry.  Developments in the Oslo Manual have been to ensure that 

innovation is also considered from a wider perspective and to include activities of 

a non-technological nature.  As a result, the 3rd edition contained broader 

definitions relating to product innovation, process innovation and marketing 

strategies (OECD, 2005). In drawing these distinctions, it has endeavoured to give 

a common framework for future understanding and measurement. These 

definitions based on the 3rd edition of the manual are shown below in Table 2: 
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Table 2: – Defining Innovation Activities (Oslo Manual, 3rd edition, 2005 para. 146) 

 

These definitions were further expanded in the OECD Frascati Model designed to 

provide standard practice for surveys, research and experimental development.  

The model is now in its fifteenth edition, produced in 2015. According to the 

model, innovation is broken down into four distinct categories of product, process, 

marketing and organisational as follows. 

 

⎯ “A product innovation is the introduction of a good or service that is new 

or significantly improved with respect to its characteristics or intended uses.  

This includes significant improvements in technical specifications, 

components and materials, incorporated software, user friendliness or other 

functional characteristics.  Product innovations can utilise new knowledge 

or technologies, or can be based on new uses or combinations of existing 

knowledge or technologies. 

 

⎯ A process innovation is the implementation of a new or significantly 

improved production or delivery method.  This includes significant changes 

in techniques, equipment and/or software.  Process innovations can be 

intended to decrease unit costs of production or delivery, to increase 

quality, or to produce or deliver new or significantly improved products. 

 

⎯ A marketing innovation is the implementation of a new marketing method 

involving significant changes in product design or packaging, produce 

placement, product promotion or pricing.  Marketing innovations address 

An innovation is the implementation of a new or significantly improved product (good or 

service), or process a new marketing method, or a new organisational method in business 

practices, workplace organisation or external relations. 

 

The minimum requirement for an innovation is that the product, process, marketing method or 

organisational method must be new (or significantly improved) to the firm. 

 

Innovation activities are all scientific, technological, organisational, financial and commercial 

steps which actually, or are intended to, lead to the implementation of innovations.  Innovation 

activities also include R&D that is not directly related to the development of a specific 

innovation. 

 

An innovative firm is one that has implemented an innovation during the period under review. 
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customer needs, opening up new markets, or new positioning a firm’s 

product on the market, with the objective of increasing the firm’s sales. 

 

⎯ An organisational innovation is the implementation of a new 

organisational method in the firm’s business practices, workplace 

organisation or external relations.  Organisational innovations can be 

intended to increase a firm’s performance by reducing administrative costs 

or transaction costs, improving workplace satisfaction (and thus labour 

productivity), gaining access to non-tradable assets (such as non-codified 

external knowledge) or reducing costs of supplies.” (OECD, 2015, p. 22). 

 

In accordance with the approach, the manual defines Research and Development 

(R&D) as “creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase 

the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the 

use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications” (OECD, 2015, p. 39) 

The term “research and experimental development” is used synonymously to the 

term “research and development” and both are abbreviated by the expression 

“R&D”. These are defined as follows: 

 

⎯ “Basic research is experimental or theoretical work undertaken primarily 

to acquire new knowledge of the underlying foundation of phenomena and 

observable facts, without any particular application or use in view. 

 

⎯ Applied research is also original investigation undertaken in order to 

acquire new knowledge.  It is, however, directed primarily towards a 

specific practical aim or objective. 

 

⎯ Experimental development is systematic work, drawing on existing 

knowledge gained from research and/or practical experience, which is 

directed to producing new materials, products or devices, so installing new 

processes, systems and services, or to improving substantially those already 

produced or installed.  R&D covers both formal R&D in dedicated units 

and informal or occasional R&D in other units” (OECD, 2015, p. 39). 
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Feldman et al. (2002) developed a set of innovation performance measures that 

related to R&D, Patents, New Product Development and Advanced Manufacturing 

Technologies. Tension in the literature can arise from the variability in the 

indicators available and Grupp (2006) reinforced that these indicators were 

sometimes open to variability and manipulation.  As a result of the different 

approaches, the research project needs to develop and present a set of indicators 

that can provide analysis and allow for comparisons between companies and 

regions to be made. In addition, it is important to identify where and how 

innovation is manifesting itself. Grupp (1994) reminds us that it may be necessary 

to combine different indicators, whilst Freudenberg (2003) suggests that indicators 

should be simple enough to be understood by a broader audience. 

 

The choice of definition and metrics for considering innovation as a factor in SME 

growth is important because studies have shown that there can be a wide variation 

of the contribution of innovation (Grupp, 2006). Rosenbusch et al. (2011) reported 

that, given the wide range of indicators of innovation activity, the relationship 

between innovativeness and growth can be intricate.  Stann and Wennberg (2009) 

found, in their study of a large number of Dutch firms during their first years of 

existence, that past R&D activity in terms of products and processes contributed 

positively to rapid growth. 

 

Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen (2010), during a review of companies in Africa, found 

that product innovation had a positive association with growth but that process 

innovation did not.  In a study of 121 firms in the UK, Parker, Storey and 

Witteloostuijn (2010) found that product innovation had a negative effect but that 

marketing innovations were positively associated with growth. The distinction and 

inter-relationships between invention, innovation and entrepreneurship are not 

always easy to define and have been the subject of scholarly attention. In addition, 

there may be differences in the types of innovation activity between small or large 

firms. In an attempt to draw some distinctions, Thomas and Gornall (2002) from 

their study in Wales, produced the following model (Table 3) for identifying the 

different types of activity and how they may be linked to company size: 



 

27 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: The inter-relationship between invention, innovation and entrepreneurship. 

Source: Thomas and Garnell (2002). 

 

This work gives rise to issues regarding the targeting of innovation support 

described in 2.3. If, as suggested, the notion of ‘innovation champions’ is closely 

linked to SMEs, it may support the shift in policy away from start-ups and 

entrepreneurs to high growth SMEs (Shane, 2008). 

 

One of the areas of innovation that has received increasing attention throughout the 

academic and business communities is disruptive innovation (Christensen, 2006). 

Disruptive Innovation is a term that refers to an innovation that creates a new 

market and value network and eventually disrupts an existing market by displacing 

established market leading companies. The term was defined and first analysed by 

the American scholar Christensen in 1995 and went on to be described as one of 

the most influential business ideas that would impact the early 21st century 

(Christensen, 1995; 2006). This reflects the view that we live in an increasingly 

dynamic world and dynamism is generated by developments or innovations in 

technology, especially information and communication technology (Coulson-

Thomas, 2017). Disruptive innovation, involving the changing of technologies 

continues to drive the development of new business models; creating new markets 

and changing the business environment (Coulson-Thomas, 2017, p. 5). Some 

organisations see it as a strategic imperative and take advantage of this dynamism 

to create new products and business models and thrive (Kanter, 2006). Some of 

these innovations, to use the terminology of Christensen, are of a “disruptive” 

nature such as the telephone, the World Wide Web and recently cloud computing 

(Sultan, 2013). Although often lacking the resources of larger organisations, SMEs 

have a significant role to play in relation to innovations that can disrupt existing 

Level Invention Innovation Entrepreneurship 

Micro Lone 

inventor 

Innovator Entrepreneur 

SME Company 

inventor 
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markets where they possess technological visionary leadership (Nagle and 

Golden, 2009). 

 

2.5  Innovation Strategies 

 

Much has been written about 'innovation' and its link to creating successful 

business strategies has now attracted much scholarly attention such as Christensen 

(2005), Kanter, (2003, 2006), Altinay et al. (2016), Coulson-Thomas (2017) and 

many others reviewed in the literature. Although there are various definitions, 

explored in the previous section, what is not in dispute is that innovation can 

contribute significantly to commercial success and that invention and 

entrepreneurship are at the heart of national advantage (Porter, 1990). Whilst 

innovation has been discussed in academic and business circles since the 1970s, 

Kanter reported in 2006 that “innovation was back at the top of the corporate 

agenda” (Kanter, 2006, p. 2). Hamel and LaBarre, in 2012, posited that innovation 

was the only insurance against irrelevance. They further suggested that innovation 

was “not just competitive advantage, it’s the competitive advantage” (Hamel and 

LaBarre, 2012, p..1).  Burke (2019) stated that innovation must take “centre stage” 

in SMEs and it will demand a longer and more focused approach (Burke, 2019, p. 

1). According to the Cambridge Middle East and North Africa Forum Network 

(MENAF), research has shown that when small businesses innovate, they increase 

productivity growth and sustainability. In some territories, the proportion of 

innovative SMEs compares favourably with that of larger companies (MENAF, 

2019). An earlier study found that small businesses tended to have smaller inventor 

teams than large firms and argued that SMEs tended to be more productive in terms 

of the number of inventors per patent owing to their smaller team sizes (Fernandez-

Ribas, 2010). 

 

In a subsequent series of contributions to Harvard Business Review (HBR), Kanter 

discussed the ‘classic traps’ of innovation and how large organisations execute it 

with mediocre results (Kanter, 2006). This builds on the view that companies’ 

venture capital departments rarely created value for the core business (Salter et al., 

1983). One of the key reasons identified for this failure is that innovation occurs 



 

29 

 

away from the mainstream business activity. It is almost as though companies set 

up teams that work in silos. Kanter (2006) suggested that there needs to be a 

tightening of the human connections between those pursuing innovation efforts and 

others throughout the rest of the business, i.e. innovation activity needs to be fully 

integrated with operational and strategic processes. and proposed a set of remedies 

that should be part of the fabric of the company (Kanter, 2006, p.3.). These issues 

are explored later in the thesis in section 2.8 where key characteristics for growth 

are discussed. 

 

The relevance of these issues to SMEs is that it is usually newcomers who are better 

at game-changing innovation. Hamel and LaBarre (2012) suggest that although 

large organisations have no shortage of resources and human creativity, they often 

lack pro-innovation practices and values. When innovation programmes are 

launched, they often get easily marginalised. In their article in HBR in 2012, they 

describe these problems as occurring at a ’DNA’ level of organisations. This builds 

on the work undertaken by Dyer et al. (2009) who defined ‘The innovator’s DNA’ 

in terms of a set of essential skills (Dyer et al., 2009, p.3). Gruver et al. (2009) 

describe innovation as a ‘messy process’ that is hard to manage. They suggest that 

executives often conclude that innovation efforts are not worth the trouble and that 

it is better to spend time on ‘tried and tested’ areas of the business (Gruver et al., 

p. 1, 2009). In the light of the changes brought by globalisation and technology in 

the past ten years, this approach clearly has a risk. A number of leading companies 

have failed because of their failure to innovate (Goh, 2017). In some cases, these 

were ‘high street’ names such as Blockbuster, Kodak and Woolworth have been 

prey to companies that have disrupted existing markets. 

 

SME survival and growth largely depends on their ability to implement and manage 

innovation successfully. Manning (2019) suggested that innovation strategies can 

be fraught with problems and that, in start-ups, innovation is “the magic word” that 

signals a company’s ability to survive but setting up companies for innovation 

success was a complicated process. True innovation involves more than just 

“trendy clothing” (Manning, 2019, p. 2). It requires a strong commitment and 

foundation that supports the development of new ideas and should not be addressed 



 

30 

 

as an afterthought. Successful innovation is based on a company’s ability to 

activate its internal knowledge and SMEs can achieve this because of their ability 

to operate flexibly (MENAF, 2019). Altinay et al. (2016), suggested that 

entrepreneurial activities on their own may only be able to offer temporary 

competitive advantage and it is only through the adoption of strategic perspectives 

that growth and innovation can be sustained. 

 

Ovans (2012) discussed how traditional hierarchies, organisational rules and 

policies can prevent companies from being as innovative as they could be. Whilst 

these issues are indeed of concern to larger companies looking to innovate, it would 

be reasonable to suggest that SMEs may not experience the same problems. 

Rothwell (1994), for example, points out that small businesses engaging in 

innovation are largely associated with dynamism, flexibility and responsiveness. 

Although it is acknowledged that they may lack the financial and technical 

resources enjoyed by larger organisations, SMEs may be unfettered by the rules, 

policies and structures that hinder innovation processes in larger organisations 

(Hamel and LaBarre, 2012). 

 

Hansen and Birkinshaw (2007), from their study involving 130 executives, 

concluded that innovation can be challenging and piecemeal. They suggest that 

companies should look at innovation as a value chain with distinct stages. This is 

to ensure that it is seen as an ‘end-to-end’ process rather than just focusing on parts 

of it (Hansen and Birkinshaw, 2007, p. 2). They further concluded that distinct 

stages such as idea generation, diffusion, developing high-value networks and 

commercialisation need to be considered. Failure often results in cases where 

executives expect a quick fix or have imported inappropriate innovation systems 

from other companies (Hansen and Birkinshaw, 2007, p. 3). 

 

According to Christensen (2006), disruptive innovation is the key to future success 

in business, requiring executives and managers to break away from traditional ways 

of thinking. It would be reasonable to assume that this would be easier to achieve 

in a small business which is not likely to be bound by the constraints that exist 

within larger companies. This point of view is further reinforced by a recent study 
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by Abbosh et al. (2019) who concluded that, whilst small businesses collectively 

spend a great deal on innovation-related activities, the return on innovation 

spending for larger companies has declined (Abbosh et al., p. 1, 2019). The study 

suggested that many companies are pursuing innovation haphazardly and that some 

innovation activities amount to no more than corporate image building rather than 

increases in productivity or performance (Abbosh et al., p. 4. 2019). SMEs tend 

not to have resources to focus on activities that produce little material benefit and 

this may give them advantages over larger companies in terms of producing market 

disruptive innovations (Ovans, 2012). 

 

The importance in determining the right strategic steps for growth and innovation 

by SMEs, policymakers and partners is paramount (Abbosh et al., 2019). The 

literature does, however, produce an inconclusive view and Kenny (2015) observed 

that the lack of supported evidence of strategic determinants is an issue that needs 

to be remedied. Miles and Snow produced a typology of four strategies that may 

be appropriate for managing innovation and business growth, as follows 

 

⎯ “Defender – Maintaining market position, securing a niche 

⎯ Prospector – First to market with new products, adapts to customer need 

⎯ Reactor – A ‘wait and see’ approach, respond to competitive pressures 

⎯ Analyser – Maintaining a stable and limited product line, research the 

market.” (Miles and Snow, pp. 546-562, 1978): 

 

Building on this work, Conant et al. (1990) suggested that the prospector strategy 

gave companies a longer-term focus and a tendency to identify new market 

opportunities. This may give SMEs strategic and competitive advantage. Abbosh 

et al. (2019), from their studies, suggested that successful innovation is based on 

the following key strategic measures: 

 

1. “aiming high – innovation should be a means to an end, not the goal. 

2. placing trust in staff – develop small, multi-disciplinary teams, 

develop skills. 
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3. applying an organisational architecture – encourage everyone in the 

company to participate in innovation 

4. As far as ISPs are concerned, these strategic and cultural issues may 

be appropriately addressed through the support for softer skills 

within the context of leadership development.” (Abbosh et al., 

2019). 

 

The literature thus far has shown that development of organisational climates and 

strategies to promote and accommodate innovation is becoming ever more 

important in terms of achieving competitive advantage (Kanter, 2005; Altinay et 

al.,2016), Policymakers, associated agencies and the academic communities are 

responding to the challenge of support innovation in SMEs. We now turn to 

strategies for achieving this. 

 

2.6 Support for Growth and Innovation 

 

In 2004, the Institute for Fiscal Studies reported that in comparison to France and 

Germany, whilst firms in the UK are willing to collaborate with, or source 

information for innovative activities, they are less likely to be innovative in the first 

place (IFS, 2004).  With this in mind, over a decade ago, strategic, policy and 

practical interest from UK Government in supporting innovation was reinforced by 

the establishment of the Department for Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) that 

aimed to co-ordinate strategy in this regard. In order to support SMEs, the 

Government set a target in 2010 that 25 per cent of government’s spend, either 

directly or in supply chains, would go to SMEs by 2015; it achieved this aim by 

2013. Fostering the emergence of new and innovative firms has continued to take 

on an increased prevalence in OECD countries (Kenny, 2015). 

 

The drive to support these developments was further reinforced by the fact that 

countries that were reporting high venture or private equity investments normally 

also reported high innovation activity in the business sector.  Vince Cable in 2012 

stated that “changes in the international economy mean an increase in both 

competition and opportunities from global markets.  The Government wants to 
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enable UK businesses to compete and grow” (BIS, p. 3, 2012).  Six years on and 

the theme stays resonant and, in January 2019, Small Business Minister, Kelly 

Tolhurst stated that “small businesses are the backbone of the economy and as part 

of our modern Industrial Strategy, we are supporting them with new investments 

to boost productivity to ensure they can thrive in the future” (UK Gov, 2019, p.2). 

Innovate UK has been just one example of how the Government has endeavoured 

to support this area. Innovate UK provides opportunities to help businesses 

network, share ideas and find project partners. Help can also be obtained for 

individuals and companies through a range of different programmes and grants. At 

a regional level, this has, for some years, been manifested in ISPs. In a briefing 

paper published for MPs in December 2014, the Government re-affirmed its 

commitment to encourage innovation by supporting SMEs on issues relating to 

intellectual property and to increase the rate of R&D tax relief (HoC Library, 2013). 

Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEP) were established in 2011 and 39 are now in 

existence within the UK. As not-for-profit partnerships between local authorities 

and business, they replaced the existing Regional Development Agencies and have 

oversight of the of £1.4 billion Regional Growth Fund. As a partnership between 

local authorities, business and academic institutions, they have provided a lead for 

strategic and capital developments in their regions aimed at business, skills and job 

creation to generate increased prosperity (LEP Network, 2020). 

 

The South East LEP, covering Essex and other areas, has an ambitious strategic 

plan that includes infrastructure, housing and tailored local support for businesses 

(South East LEP, 2014). The LEP leads local growth hubs that provide direct 

support to SMEs in terms of grants, consultancy, training opportunities and 

business development activities. The South East Business Hub provides support 

for start-up businesses and other more established companies who wish to undergo 

change to improve their performance. There are many case study examples of 

successful interventions, particularly with SMEs, who have benefitted from 

business mentoring to undertake organisational change, product development and 

refining marketing strategies (SEEBH, 2020). 
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Scholarly interest in the performance and impact of LEPs has grown and studies 

have shown that LEPs tend to have a good understanding of their primary 

challenges. They do, however, need to ensure that they engage in activities that 

keep the business community engaged and committed to their aims (Pugalis et al., 

2012). In a study conducted in 2013, encouragingly, LEPs described their key 

priority as ‘skills development’; although pitfalls were identified in terms of 

centralised ringfenced funding lacking the flexibility to fully support local 

initiatives in this regard (Peck et al., 2013). Tailoring local policy support is vital 

to the success of support measures for SMEs with LEPs being at their most 

effective when they develop nuanced support (Beynon et al., 2020). 

 

The drive to support innovation has continued and has included a wide range of 

industries; many of which are occupied by the SME sector. The UK government 

announced recently a further £18 million (€20.18 million) of government and 

industry funding to projects developing ‘immersive’ entertainment technologies 

such as creative arts and sports (UK Gov, 2019). Writing in Europa (2019), 

Professor Sir Mark Walport, Chief Executive of UK Research and Innovation, said 

that “new technologies being pioneered in the UK, such as virtual and augmented 

reality, are fundamentally changing the way we participate in cultural experiences, 

from watching dramatic performances and visiting museums to playing video 

games. Through investments such as the immersive entertainment projects 

announced today, the government and UK Research and Innovation will support 

the creative industries to innovate in exciting ways that will deliver new 

experiences for audiences of the future with accompanying economic benefits” 

(Europa, 2019 p. 1). 

 

As recently as January 2019, BEIS announced a further increase in its Horizon 

2020 research funding support. Even though Horizon is an innovation fund 

supported by the EU, the UK government is committed to guaranteeing the funding 

post Brexit. At present, there are approximately 5500 registrations for funding, with 

at least 1000 coming from higher education institutions. The Science and 

Innovation Minister, Chris Skidmore stated that he wants to ensure researchers and 

innovators have the confidence to push on with their great work” (UK Gov, 2019, 
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p.2). The process is managed by UK Research and Innovation (UKRI). Burke 

(2019) suggests that with over 5m SMEs in existence in the UK, competition has 

never been fiercer and, after having an agenda dominated by Brexit and Data 

Protection and Analytics, small businesses must turn their attention to new 

disruptive ways of staying ahead of the competition. For some businesses, this will 

include maximising artificial intelligence and technology solutions as a way of 

reducing business costs and freeing-up internal resources (Burke, 2019). 

 

The Government also unveiled a £2m Business Basics Fund. This initiative is to 

support specific projects which will allow SMEs, local authorities and academia to 

focus on measures to boost productivity. In addition, in 2019, the Defence and 

Science Technology Laboratory (DSTL) launched its ‘SME Searchlight’ initiative 

to encourage innovation partnerships with SMEs. This is supported by funding of 

up to £45m (UK Gov, 2019). 

 

With such investments and expectations of Government strategy, funding and 

support, it is evident that establishing robust means of managing the targeting and 

delivery of innovation strategies is paramount. A number of agencies and 

policymakers are involved in this process. NESTA, the Innovation Foundation, 

working closely with government, in particular, seeks to achieve the promotion of 

innovation policies that are smarter, more inclusive and dynamic (NESTA, 2019). 

The organisation has played a lead role in supporting good practice, including how 

leaders of SMEs can implement innovation initiatives. Their work is far reaching 

and deserves special note from the point of view of this thesis. Their aims also give 

an indication of why particular areas of innovation should be supported and in what 

ways: 

 

1. “government efforts to encourage innovation – from subsidies to science 

parks – have often been selected on little evidence of what works best, and 

poorly tested and adapted to new contexts. Decisions have been based on 

outmoded data that fails to capture the real nature of innovation activity. 

This risks poor policy choices, inefficient spending and badly targeted 

interventions. 
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2. while trends in technology, business and globalisation present enormous 

opportunities, they have also exacerbated inequality. Policymakers struggle 

to balance economic growth and global competitiveness with achieving 

equity. Investments in innovation have not prioritised solving the most 

pressing social problems. The innovative potential of large swathes of 

society and business still goes untapped. 

 

3. new ideas and models in innovation policy don’t emerge and mature fast 

enough. Innovation policies need to more effectively anticipate and support 

future industries, jobs and technologies to help the UK compete in and 

shape a rapidly changing global innovation system” (NESTA, pp. 1 -2, 

2019). 

 

These issues serve to add to an understanding of the challenges that businesses, 

policymakers and the academic community face in how they approach ISPs.  These 

were reinforced by Hoffman et al. (1998) who presented a review on innovation 

and SMEs in the UK and concluded there were still gaps for small firms in terms 

of innovation management.  In fact, Caloghirou et al. (2004) observed that SMEs 

tended to respond to the market rather than innovate to secure competitive 

advantage.  Duarte (2004) suggested that real innovation may not necessarily occur 

until the SME has grown into a large firm. Jones-Evans (1998) posited that small 

firms have distinct disadvantages in terms of technology diffusion, in that they 

suffer from a lack of technical and financial resources that would be required to 

compete with larger companies. 

 

The literature, however, does present a mixed picture.  Pavitt et al. (1987) 

suggested that SMEs are typically more innovative than large companies whereas 

Kaufmann and Todtling (1999) observed that it is likely to be larger firms that 

embrace innovation.  Pissarides (1999) put forward the view that SMEs find it 

difficult to innovate, grow and survive business because of liquidity issues, 

managerial constraints and transaction costs.  Lack of funds, however, may not 

always be the reason for weak innovation strategies.  Kaufmann and Todtling 
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(2002) suggest that it may be that government support for innovation programmes 

has been targeted inappropriately.  For example, some regions of the UK have seen 

the focus of innovation support being on start-up companies.  This may not 

necessarily be wholly wrong-footed as it is understood that entrepreneurial activity 

(often associated with start-up businesses) can lead to innovation and growth. It is 

the case, however, that the importance of innovation support to the sustainability 

and growth of non-start-up SMEs (particularly HGFs) may have received less 

attention or consideration in ISPs. 

 

In keeping with this standpoint, Shane (2008), writing in argued that “policymakers 

should stop subsidising start-ups and should focus on a subset of businesses with 

high growth potential” and stated that “there is a lot of evidence that these policies 

lead people to start marginal businesses that are likely to fail, have little economic 

impact and generate little employment” (Shane, 2008, p. 163). Although some 

academics suggest that policymakers should not support start-ups and business 

incubators, Botham (2014) argues the need for the encouragement of new 

entrepreneurs as a way of increasing the potential pool of HGFs. 

  

Beaver (2002, p.p. 2 - 3) stated, “grow, if you want to survive”.  The key thrust of 

the argument being that, if encouraging entrepreneurship is a major pillar of a 

regional development strategy, the same must happen whilst companies are 

growing. In their study relating to the adoption of innovation, Harmancioglu et al. 

(2009) discussed the importance of positive external influences such as policies, 

physical and social-political environment. This means “establishing conditions that 

are favourable for innovation rather than just providing direct, targeted 

intervention” (Bernard et al., 2012, p. 204). Creating an innovation culture within 

a region presupposes a long term approach that cannot be reduced to single 

transactions. 

 

These views have led to, not only tensions within the literature, but also pose 

questions for policymakers who have supported programmes for entrepreneurs or 

very small businesses (Shane, 2008). Whilst all levels of government and local 

authorities remain committed to encouraging start-up and entrepreneurial (and 
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innovative) activity, it was evident that it was just as important to support growth 

and survival that would create more jobs, increase productivity and raise incomes. 

These aims may require an increased focus on firms with high growth potential. 

Audretsch (2000) explained that, although SMEs can suffer to an extent in lacking 

the ability to benefit from economies of scale enjoyed by larger firms, they do 

provide important breeding grounds for innovation that may allow them to grow 

into large companies in the future. This has been seen in the growth of ‘giants’ such 

as Amazon, Facebook and Google. Amazon, only 25 years ago, was an on-line 

book outlet operating out of the chief executive’s garage. In 2019, Clarke observed 

that many large enterprises are already experiencing the benefits of using cloud-

based technology for their business operations but the scenario is shifting toward 

SMEs because they can avoid investment in IT infrastructure and reduce 

operational costs by adopting cloud-based technology for their daily business 

operations (Clarke, 2019).  

 

It is the case therefore that, whilst SMEs contribution to the economy is of vital 

importance, it is their durability that can be considered of greater significance 

(Gray et al., 2012).  In a study carried out by the University of Surrey (2012), the 

precarious nature of SMEs reinforced the need that support for innovation, that 

leads to stability and growth, should be a major feature of local economic 

development strategies.  This was in response to well documented survival 

statistics which indicate that after three years, only 65 per cent of small businesses 

continue to trade.  When one looks at the businesses trading after five years, the 

figure is reduced to 45 per cent (ONS, 2019). 

 

It can, therefore, be seen that, for a number of years, governments have tended to 

focus on start-ups and entrepreneurs.  For the past three years, however, the 

emphasis has shifted equally to existing SMEs.  As such, BIS (and now the BEIS) 

has been involved in a considerable number of research and support initiatives, 

including the Small Business Survey, Employment Trends and the analysis of 

factors affecting high growth. 
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Funding from Government and the EU has also been available, not only to support 

certain start-up business initiatives, but also to help existing SMEs and certain key 

sectors grow.  At a regional level, this has encouraged county councils and local 

authorities to focus on economic development and the provision of support to 

businesses in their areas.  These initiatives have included an infrastructure of expert 

advice or mentoring, accommodation (sometimes in the form of incubation hubs) 

and signposting for entry to new markets (Gray et al., 2012, p. 6).  The literature 

does reveal that support provided for SME growth may vary from region to region 

and there also may be differences in outcomes. It is also acknowledged within the 

literature that for the small business sector, external inputs are very important and 

in 2016 the ESRC concluded that the role of national and local government is 

crucial in supporting and encouraging SMEs (ESRC, 2016). Thomas et al. (2011) 

concluded that, although policy cannot force firms to innovate, good and well-

tailored ones can be very effective. Initiatives such as the Government’s Business 

Growth Service and UK Trade & Investment have had a positive impact and could 

be expanded further. As has been suggested however, there are variations in the 

innovation support available to the sector (Saxenian, 1994). In addition, some 

SMEs may not have developed the managerial routines to take advantage of 

external support (Leiponen, 2012). This may have resulted in inequality in relation 

to access to human resources, technology and knowledge. 

 

We have seen that ISPs, and the evaluation of their effectiveness, have been the 

subject of a number of studies in various parts of the UK such as the Centre for 

Enterprise, University of Glamorgan (Pickernell et al., 2008), Surrey Business 

School, University of Surrey (Gray et al., 2012), and internationally including 

Ireland (Kenny, 2015), Thailand (Wiboonchutikula, 2001) and India (Pachouri and 

Sharma, 2016), amongst others. Even though there has been a body of work relating 

to supporting innovation and growth and a view on needs and challenges has been 

taken, a consensus on the optimum design and content of ISPs has not been 

reached. In addition, the author noticed that, although studies may have identified 

needs that required support through ISPs, it was difficult to identify how the 

specific delivery methods and initiatives are selected and, further, what has been of 

most benefit to the small business sector. Mason and Brown (2013) suggested that 
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support systems can be quite differentiated (even within the same region) and that 

information about localised initiatives is not well documented. In addition, from 

their study of Innovation Systems in Austria, Kaufmann and Todtling (2002) stated 

that “the heterogeneity of the SME sector makes it very difficult to target 

innovation support for SMEs in a way that they match the specific problems and 

needs exhibited by very different firms” (Kaufmann and Todtling, 2002, p.148). 

From their work, Karlsson and Anderson (2009, p.112) commented that “there is 

no consensus in the field of entrepreneur policy”. Mason and Brown (2013) also 

posited that scholars who promote innovation support were reticent when it came 

to suggesting policies and initiatives that could be implemented. 

 

Creating an environment for innovation can be difficult strategically but clarity 

regarding the targeting and aim of innovation support is crucial (Thomas, Miller 

and Murphy, 2011). Further evidence of the difficulties that exist in shaping ISPs 

arose again as recently as 2018 from NESTA and its Innovation Foundation who 

reported that they often found themselves being asked by governments and civil 

servants which innovation tools and techniques they should use (Leurs, 2018). 

With the focus there has been over the past two decades on innovation and SME 

growth, it was surprising to see these questions still being posed as often as they 

were. 

 

This leaves the question as to whether the range of activities designed to support 

innovation is based on systematic research, anecdote or supposition of the general 

principles and practice of good management. In fact, many policies and procedures 

predated the theoretical approaches justifying them (Edler and Fagerberg, 2017). 

In addition, the coherent consideration of appropriate and specific delivery 

methods may not always be part of a coherent strategy but more based on 

policymakers responding to existential or perceived need. Prowle and Lucas (2017) 

concurred that, whilst it is recognised that external inputs can be very important for 

SME growth, there are variations in the innovation support available to the small 

business sector. 
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Selmanovic (2015) described the increasing mismatch of existing growth 

accelerator programmes and ISPs which had previously been targeting start-ups, 

particularly those in the technology sector. The growing recognition that HGFs 

tended to be larger companies with increased longevity was identified by Acs et al. 

(2006) and Mason et al. (2015). This is contrary to other views expressed which 

indicated that high growth tended to come from younger firms, sometimes known 

as “gazelles” (Kolar, 2014, p. 5). In addition, Bleda et al. (2013) had identified that 

HGFs could operate in a variety of sectors which, again, tended to challenge the 

notion that growth was found mainly in the technology sector. This supported the 

findings in 2008 of a study undertaken by the Department for Business and 

Regulatory Reform (BERR) which found that growth is found in a broad range of 

sectors as well as spanning varied economic contexts (BERR, 2008). 

 

In Ireland, Kenny (2015) observed policy shifts towards providing support for a 

smaller number of companies that were predicted to experience rapid growth. This 

raises the issue of how HGFs can be identified and suggests a need for improved 

measures to identify such companies. It is also worth noting that, in view of the 

high failure rate of early stage companies, there is a body of work that focuses on 

reasons for failure and the precarious existence of small businesses.  It has been 

reported that the major significant difference between small and large companies 

is the ‘likelihood of death’ (Dunne and Hughes, 1994, p. 115). In view of the fact 

that SMEs are such an important part of the economy, efforts to ensure and support 

their durability and growth are crucial (Dunne and Hughes, 1994). 

 

In the UK, ISP interventions have included a range of measures that are largely led 

by Economic Development Teams of County Councils and Local Authorities in 

line with central government priorities that reflect national industry strategy. 

Whilst they vary in their specifics from region to region, activities include advice 

and guidance on strategic issues such as IPR, entering new markets and linking for 

potential funding or investment opportunities. The importance of some of these 

issues cannot be underplayed, for example, Sukarmijan and Sapong (2013) 

suggested that IPR can have an important role in economic development. Although, 

it can present many challenges for SMEs, IPR can promote technological change 
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and value (Sukarmijan and Sapong, 2013). Support for early stage entrepreneurs 

and SMEs is also provided within incubation centres. There is also support 

available through joint policymaker, business and academic partnerships. Muller 

(2008) suggests that academic spinoffs have played a major role in the development 

of certain industries and the rise of Silicon Valley can, in part, be attributed to 

researchers who left academia. A recent example of this is the Sensor City in 

Liverpool that has been established in conjunction with the University of Liverpool 

and Liverpool John Moores University. The centre provides accommodation and 

technical advice and support to SMEs. On receiving additional funding of 

£100,000, Dr Joanne Phoenix, interim executive director at Sensor City, stated: 

“The growth package is a fantastic opportunity for start-ups and small businesses 

to leverage the specialist equipment and technological expertise we have in-house 

at Sensor City, which will help them to rapidly prototype their ideas and 

innovations” (Phoenix, 2019). 

 

In 2015, Madeleine Atkins, The Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE) Chief Executive stated that she ‘was keen for universities to be at the 

centre of the development of city regions and localities’ (HEFCE, 2017). It was 

noted that ‘the benefit for SMEs and to the local economy could be invaluable but 

universities need to work hard to be accessible to business owners need to 

understand more about how universities can help them. Professor Stephen Roper, 

Director of the Enterprise Research Centre (ERC) and Professor of Enterprise at 

Warwick Business School re-affirmed that universities and colleges have the 

potential to make a substantial difference to the competitiveness of SMEs because 

they can be a valuable source of technical and strategic information for smaller 

companies (ABS, 2014). 

 

Crespi et al. (2003) discussed the interrelationship between academic partners and 

business as a significant driver for R&D activities. For example, the rapidly 

growing artificial intelligence (AI) sector and machine learning-led businesses, in 

particular, leverage both investment and access to university equipment. In 2019, 

Jonathon Clark, Business & Technology Manager at LCR Activate, a support and 
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funding programme led by Liverpool John Moores University (LJMU) focused on 

driving growth among digital and creative businesses in the Liverpool City region. 

 

In an attempt to improve the support available for the policy and business 

community, much work has been done to facilitate collaboration with HE partners. 

HEFCE has released new interactive maps which describe the size, industry sector 

distribution and characteristics of SMEs across England in order to ensure that 

universities can have an improved understanding of the sector (HEFCE, 2015, p. 

74). The maps, along with a report to HEFCE by the Enterprise Research Centre 

(ERC) entitled ‘Collaboration between SMEs and universities – local population, 

growth and innovation metrics’, are intended to help drive collaboration with small 

businesses by supporting universities and colleges in identifying opportunities to 

work with more small business, and to understand and contribute further to the 

local economy. The HEFCE have sought to place the “anchor” role – the mission 

to be at the centre of the development of city regions and localities – back at the 

heart of the concerns of universities. They announced a programme of work with 

Universities UK to support universities and local stakeholders in furthering the 

Government’s ‘place-making’ agenda” (HEFCE, 2015, p. 1). 

 

Work with HE partners has included the establishment of Knowledge Transfer 

Partnerships (KTP) which has built on the practice of knowledge exchange that has 

been encouraged for a number of years. The value of this for SMEs that lack 

internal resources and expertise was described in 2006 by Jones and McPherson as 

a process which can help strategic renewal. Such arrangements have not been 

without teething troubles. There was evidence initially that suggested that owner-

managers needed to be more pro-active in accessing support. In addition, SMEs 

sometimes had experienced difficulties in implementing the benefits across their 

organisations (Jones and McPherson, 2006). 

 

KTPs are now part-funded opportunities for joint collaboration between business 

and universities. Such schemes have been the subject of scholarly research and a 

study by Manchester University described the value of what they termed ‘mutual 

engagement, joint enterprise and shared repertoires’ (Gertner et al., 2011). The UK 
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Government has provided financial incentives and support for such schemes since 

2010 and this was further reinforced in 2015 by demonstrating the value placed on 

knowledge transfer; described as an important way of ‘improving business' 

competitiveness and productivity through funded partnerships with academics 

and researchers (UK Gov, 2015). Their support for collaboration was further 

reinforced in 2018 in line with their new Industrial Strategy (Innovate UK, 2018). 

This has included regional offices and leads within all major universities. In order 

to encourage universities to participate in supporting commercial activities, with 

support of Government, business infrastructures have been developed on a number 

of campuses. These have often been developed alongside science and technology 

parks and incubators (Jefferies and Barnard, 2018). 

 

Creating opportunities for networking has featured in Essex ISPs and there are 

many examples in other regions. For example, in Wales, a programme comprising 

25 events was recently launched which aimed to provide 100 hours of support for 

small businesses (Businesswales Gov, 2017). Networking partners included the 

Federation of Small Businesses and local Chambers of Commerce. In Essex, events 

had been arranged involving similar networking partners and also universities. 

There were also examples of networking opportunities to span different territories 

including a forum for meeting potential partners or investors from China. Hansen 

and Birkinshaw (2007) reinforced the need to create high value networks that can 

result in cross-fertilisation and business creation and, as such, should be considered 

part of embedding an entrepreneurial climate. These are examples of ‘open 

innovation’ where firms use “purposive inflows and outflows to knowledge to 

accelerate internal innovation” (Chesbrough, 2006, p.178). Typically, when 

engaging in innovation, it was common for companies to adopt a self-reliant 

approach and, in larger firms, they may have the resources to do this. For SMEs, 

however, open innovation enables collaborations with universities, other SMEs, 

larger firms and individuals to take place (Kearney and MaHattie, 2014). 

 

Business mentoring has also been a key initiative used by Essex County Council 

and other regions. A mentor is can be looked upon as someone who gives 

help and advice over a period of time, especially support related to their job 



 

45 

 

(Collins, 2018). A business mentor is defined as “someone who offers his or her 

knowledge, wisdom, and advice to someone with less experience in relation to their 

job” (CIMA, 2008, p.4). Mentoring for SMEs had its roots originally in the Growth 

Accelerator programmes launched by the UK government in 2012. This was in 

response to the fact that, in 2007, compared to other OECD economies, the UK 

appeared to suffer from a growth deficit in terms of aspired and realised growth 

(Bravo Biosca, 2010). The programme was intended to address the needs of SMEs 

with significant growth potential. The scheme was also referred to as ‘mentoring’ 

or ‘business coaching’. 

 

The scholarly work on mentoring and its nature and effectiveness is widely 

available and covers many fields and disciplines (Lupova-Henry, 2018). The role 

of the mentor, however, as it relates to SMEs, is more limited in the literature. In 

Sweden, Heydebreck et al. (2000) undertook a review of mentoring for 

entrepreneurs working in the technology sector. They concluded that entrepreneurs 

had many needs such as partnering, commercialisation of innovations and 

accessing markets. They also revealed that mentoring relating to soft skills was 

generally in low demand. This is mirrored in many mentoring programmes 

including those introduced by ECC. Activities tended to be extended to ‘hard’ 

factors such as signposting for funding, patent applications and entering new 

markets. These professionally focused areas are valuable but there is comparatively 

less emphasis on the development of personal skills and leadership characteristics; 

although this may be changing (Lupova-Henry, 2018). Jones et al., (2018) dispel 

the ‘myth’ that entrepreneurial behaviours cannot be learned and suggest that they 

can be developed through educational programmes (Jones et al., 2018, p.234). 

Evidence from the UK Small Business Survey in 2010 also showed how significant 

business coaching can be to growth and success. In addition, SME owners indicated 

a strong preference for this form of support. They welcomed the opportunity for 

individualised and informal knowledge transfer (BIS, 2011). 

 

Closely linked to mentoring (as understood in ISPs), i.e. the provision of advice by 

those more experienced, support can be delivered in the form of partnerships, 

clusters, networks and knowledge transfer (BIS, 2011). These can be beneficial 
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particularly in terms of technology transfer (Ternouth et al., 2012). The purpose of 

such arrangements is to raise firms’ awareness of technology potential, solve 

problems and provide practical support. They can be of particular benefit when 

expertise is not available within the SME. Jones-Evans (1998) concluded that small 

firms may experience problems in their ability to source technology and absorb it. 

Governments regard technology diffusion as an important route to increased 

competitiveness and networks can have an important role to play (Tran and 

Kocaoglu, 2009). 

 

Whilst the issue of SME support needs has also received scholarly attention, it 

would be difficult to report as part of this thesis that there is a common 

understanding or framework in the UK as approaches and needs may differ from 

region to region or sector to sector (Edler and Fagerberg, 2017). A number of local 

authorities have engaged in exercises to identify support needs in their particular 

area and one of the aims of this study and thesis is to propose a framework based 

on research from local SMEs (Gray et al., 2012). Apart from those issues discussed, 

support needs can include financial support in the form of grants and funding (BIS, 

2011). Business support can be necessary in terms of marketing and sales cycles. 

Physical factors such as the provision of low-cost accommodation and facilities can 

be a requirement for many; enabling networking to enhance opportunities for joint 

ventures and funding applications (Kenny, 2015). 

 

The UK Government has provided direct funding for innovation for many years 

and a latest round of funds has been made available to support its Industrial 

Strategy (Invest UK, 2018). Local authorities often have a key role to play in 

signposting and supporting SMEs to apply for funding. It also places an onus on 

policymakers to ensure that resources for innovation support are meeting needs and 

objectives whilst providing value for money. 

 

As the issue of innovation and SME growth has matured globally, there have been 

many other examples of policy initiatives designed to support the sector and this 

has been particularly prevalent in emerging economies (Muruganandham, 2019). 

Initiatives have also been introduced to support the fertilisation of small businesses 
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across nations by linking countries and territories. For example, a programme 

launched in Tennessee, USA called the Geovation Accelerator, offers the 

opportunity for aspiring start-ups to relocate to facilities in London. This provision 

is also supplemented by a programme of mentoring in areas such as marketing and 

product development (Butler, 2019). 

 

In Ireland, in early 2019, funding to support a further 1,000 small/micro businesses 

along with training to a further 2,000 to develop their online capabilities was 

announced. The scheme supports small/micro businesses in developing their e-

commerce capabilities through the provision of training, advice and grant 

assistance of up to €2,500 (subject to match funding). Since launching in 2014, 

over 5,000 businesses have been granted funding and 12,000 supported with 

training through the scheme. The Minister for Communications, Richard Bruton 

stated that “there was a digital revolution taking place which was transforming how 

businesses were interacting with their customers. We must support small 

businesses in keeping pace with this rapidly changing environment” (Avondhu 

Press, 2019, p.1). The scheme provides vouchers which can be exchanged for 

funding and other forms of business support. 

 

The International Innovation Scorecard, released recently by the U.S. Consumer 

Technology Association, noted that Canada, Estonia, Germany, Israel, Singapore, 

Switzerland, the U.K. and the U.S. – had been crowned Innovation Champions for 

their effective policies in innovation support. These findings took account of a 

country’s approach to regulation, R&D investment and support for entrepreneurial 

activity (CTA, 2019). 

 

A drive to extend global partnerships to support innovation was re-affirmed by the 

UK government. In January 2019, it was announced that a further 239 million 

would be allocated to lead efforts to tackle world’s biggest challenges, from 

tackling anti-microbial resistance to developing next-generation eco-friendly 

packaging (BEIS, 2019). In doing this, the government was keen to focus on 

research partnerships with major international partners and economies including 

Canada, Japan and Republic of Korea and the USA. It was anticipated that this 
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would focus on innovation hub arrangements which would involve the start-up 

sector. From these initiatives, it is possible to conclude that not only was innovation 

seen as a way of achieving business growth but also a way of tackling many of the 

challenges that are faced globally. Innovation can therefore lead to a growth in 

business areas that are related to 21st century issues such as artificial intelligence, 

robotics, pollution and sustainability (UK Gov, 2019). The issue of developing new 

solutions and technologies was not now wholly within the domain of large 

organisations and innovative SMEs have an important role to play (OECD, 2013). 

 

Overall, there was evidence in the literature that SMEs were being supported to 

drive forward change (Invest UK, 2018). For example, the UK has, through 

Innovate UK, awarded grants for small businesses to evaluate new medical 

technologies, e.g. one SME in Cambridge has been supported to develop innovative 

strategies for the management of asthma in children (CW, 2019). The 

Government’s modern Industrial Strategy set out Grand Challenges to put the UK 

at the forefront of the industries of the future, ensuring that the country takes 

advantage of major global changes, improving people’s lives and the country’s 

productivity (UK Gov, 2019). The first 4 Grand Challenges were focused on the 

global trends which will transform our future in Artificial Intelligence and data, 

ageing society, clean growth and the future of mobility (Moore, 2019). It was 

anticipated that many SMEs, in conjunction with academic partners, will be given 

opportunities to participate in these areas. In a 2014 study prepared for the EU 

relation to the policy initiatives of the European Research and Innovation Area 

Committee (ERAC), Kolar (2014) reviewed the position in relation to innovation 

and growth support across European countries. A summary of the territories and 

initiatives is shown in Table 4 below: 

 

Country Initiative and Description 

 

Austria Since 2013, grants available for approx. 30 companies. This is 

targeted at internationally active technologies and innovation leaders. 

Belgium Since 2006 projects to enable university researchers to establish their 

own companies 

Funding for consultancy support 

Impulse business services aimed at SMEs 

Czech Republic Since 2010, €72m support for start-ups. 

Accelerator programmes. 
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Denmark Since 2010, 200 SMEs helped to innovate and grow. Funding 

available for those with growth potential. 

Germany No specific support for smaller companies as it is seen that this 

would imply a ‘pretence of knowledge’ about growth. Most funding 

schemes are widely open for companies and technologies. 

 

Estonia Since 2013, comprehensive support including grants, training and 

coaching. A full-scale launch commenced in 2015. 

Ireland Since 2006 a Scaling programme including seminars and networking. 

Leadership4Growth programme delivered in conjunction with 

academic business schools. 

France No specific measures save those focused on the promotion of an 

ecosystem with favours high growth firm development. 

Lithuania Policies focused on boosting innovation overall. 

The Ministry of Economy does focus specific funding towards 

companies, including SMEs that lead in innovation. 

Malta Research and innovation support in its infancy. A recognised need to 

develop policy in conjunction with the private sector. 

Netherlands Extensive research conducted with the outcome resulting in a strategy 

that addresses market failures and factors likely to hamper growth. 

Norway Since 2009, Innovation Norway has provided consultancy and 

networking support targeted at high potential start-ups and high 

growth SMEs. 

Slovenia Policies becoming increasingly important and now reflected in 

Slovenian Operational Programme and Industrial Policy. 

Finland One stop shop for firms looking for growth and internationalisation. 

Team Finland provides grants and funding. 

The Vigo programme prepares SMEs to be attractive for international 

investment. 

Sweden Sweden introduced national innovation strategy which focuses on 

promoting an innovation environment which addresses societal 

challenges. 

Switzerland No direct funding for small businesses 

 

UK Growth accelerator programmes. Innovate UK 

Designed to support specific sectors. KTPs and partnerships. 

Local authorities support SMEs through mentoring, networking, 

signposting. Grants available. 

 
Table 4: Examples of Innovation Support across Europe. 

Source: Adapted from Kolar (2014, p.24). 

 

 

It was noteworthy that, whilst many of the themes addressed in respective countries 

had some commonality, there were also variations in the approaches. Some 

countries had chosen to favour policies that supported the growth of an 

environment that was conducive to all business; focusing on societal impacts. 

There were at least three countries, namely Estonia, Malta and Switzerland that had 

not developed policy in this area and, even in Germany, there was no specific 

support for smaller businesses. The most comprehensive programmes of support 

seemed to be demonstrated by the UK and Irish governments (Kolar, 2014). 
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Many of the support initiatives reviewed across many territories have some 

commonality. For this thesis, it is helpful to group the most predominant and these 

are shown below in Table 5: 

 

Initiative Comments 

 

Direct funding for research and 

development 

HE collaborations, KTPs 

Industry or discipline specific 

Growth accelerator schemes 

Vouchers 

Provision of accommodation Office space 

Relocation 

Access to facilities 

Incubation centres SME, entrepreneur hubs 

 

 

Training opportunities Marketing 

 

 

Mentoring Marketing 

Product development 

 

 

Advice and Guidance Signposting for private sector investment 

Networking opportunities 

 

Supportive environment Competitions 

Award schemes 

Publicity and recognition 

 
Table 5: Measures used in ISPs based on Literature Review. Source: The Author. 

 

The above synthesis of measures identifies the most popular features of ISPs in the 

UK, Europe and, where known, worldwide. It provides a valuable picture of 

activities which could feature in future programmes. To fully answer the research 

questions, it is important to consider the success and effectiveness of each initiative 

and the thesis now turns to the evaluation of ISPs. 

 

2.7 Evaluating the Impact of ISPs 

 

Literature relating to the effectiveness of innovation support spans at least a 20-

year period with studies increasing over recent years as the issue has gained 

increased prominence (Audtretsch, 2000; Todtling and Kaufmann, 2001, Mason 

and Brown, 2011, Gray et al., 2012; Autant-Bernard et al., 2013; Farrelly et al., 
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2013; Kolar, 2014). Drawing conclusions from such studies, however, is not 

without its problems. Kolar (2014) noted that, although scholarly work in this area 

had increased, studies have used differing terminology and methodologies. 

Similarly, there have been variations in the characteristics of the SMEs studied 

(Delmar, 2005). In 2014, BIS reported that, although they had attempted to assess 

economic benefits of policy initiatives to support innovation, it was difficult to 

draw ‘serious’ conclusions even with data gained over a three-year period and 

concluded that assessing impact requires a much longer period. In recognition of 

the difficulties that exist with measuring impact, BIS accepted that participants in 

such studies often have to make judgements about what might have happened 

without public support, i.e. estimating the counterfactual case (BIS, 2014). One 

solution to this might be the linking of observations in one study to that of another 

survey (Kolar, 2014). 

 

Many recent studies, such as Kolar (2014), Kenny (2015) and Acs (2008) had 

focused on HGFs; sometimes referred to as ‘high impact firms’ or ‘gazelles’. This 

is because it is held that such firms are responsible for a large share of job creation. 

They also exhibit higher levels of productivity, internationalisation and contribute 

to the growth of other enterprises (Henrekson and Johansson, 2010). As such, 

interest from policymakers has tended to focus on this group of younger firms 

rather than SMEs that might have been stable and older yet still have potential to 

grow and innovate; even if it is at a slower rate (Shane, 2008). These differences in 

the cohort studied presented further challenges when it comes to assessing what 

innovation support initiatives were the most effective. This was not a new problem 

as Todtling and Kaufman (2001) demonstrated in their review of regional 

innovation activities for SMEs. Whilst many support measures, such as 

networking, R&D and knowledge transfer, were considered, their study revealed 

that it was not possible to state ‘best practice’ solutions. Their study did reveal that 

only a relatively low number of SMEs were engaged in knowledge networks, 

particularly with academic institutions. It was shown at the time that many 

universities did not see SME issues as a priority and were not particularly interested 

in the area (Todtling and Kaufman, 2001). This situation has now changed with 

universities actively encouraging partnerships and networking opportunities and 
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this has been supported from central government (HEFCE, 2015). The 

effectiveness of innovation support provided by Higher Education Institutions 

(HEI) is now evaluated through its Impact initiatives and through measurable 

objectives determined as part of Knowledge Transfer Partnerships. These will 

provide a basis for future evaluation which is also particularly important where 

central funding has been used to support the initiatives and policy holders attempt 

to assess value for money. 

 

Over the last decade, studies have tended to focus on the characteristics of 

successful (often HGFs) SMEs. The Global Innovation Index 2018 (GII), now in 

its 11th edition this year continues to be co-published by Cornell University, 

INSEAD and the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) (GII, 2019). 

This study has established itself as a leading reference on innovation; 

understanding in detail the human aspects behind innovation that are essential for 

the design of policies that help promote economic development and richer 

innovation-prone environments locally. These studies do not necessarily or 

explicitly address innovation support because of the relative newness of the 

evaluation of support policies. In 2018, however, an International Innovation 

Scorecard was launched in the USA by the Consumer Technology Association 

(CTA). The study comprised 61 countries including the European Union and 

focused on innovation support. The results were revealed in early 2019 and a 

number of countries were crowned ‘innovation champions’ because of the 

effectiveness of central policy and deregulation that assists SMEs. Among the 

champions were Canada, Germany, Israel, Ireland, Singapore and the UK. These 

countries were praised across indicators such as entrepreneurial activity, research 

and development investment and friendliness of tax systems. The study also 

observed that there is a constant need to improve quality and innovation and, whilst 

there is a need to address sector specific issues, there may be country-wide issues 

such as technology infrastructure to be considered (CTA, 2019). The European 

Innovation Scorecard published in 2018 indicated that innovation support had 

strengthened in the UK since 2011 in areas such as connectivity (broadband), 

collaborations and opportunities for entrepreneurship. The report did, however, 
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highlight lower innovation dimensions in terms of the creation of intellectual 

property and private co-funding of R&D (EC, 2019). 

 

NESTA has shown an increasing interest in supporting innovation and they 

describe their role as “helping to support local actors as they identify their 

innovation activities […] to achieve higher levels of growth and productivity” 

(NESTA, 2019, p.3). Their work supports evidence-based investments in 

innovation in conjunction with higher education, government and business. In 

2017, NESTA produced a core skills framework for skills, attitudes and behaviours 

that fuel public innovation. The framework comprised guidance in respect of 

collaboration, learning and leading change. They suggested that factors and 

attitudes such as agility, imagination, outcome-focused, empathy and resilience 

were important to create an environment where innovation can thrive.  Another 

NESTA initiative has been to evaluate the effectiveness of innovation networks 

that exist within the UK. In this context, they confirmed that, from an overview of 

existing literature, there is no simple answer as to how an area’s network 

connectivity can contribute to its local innovation policies. They define networks 

as “knowledge exchange between groups with a specific problem-orientated topic” 

(NESTA, 2019, p.4). Hemphala and Magnusson (2012) suggest that networks can 

be valuable for creating opportunities and generating new ideas. They can include 

joint delivery of projects, shared data and facilities and informal or formal 

interactions. Other areas covered in the literature also refer to the value of creating 

networks and an exploration of issues concerning leadership (contained later in this 

chapter) would suggest that networking, sharing knowledge, building connections 

and joint research can be essential in an SME where access to resources might be 

limited and important for building links with customers, partners and developing 

unconventional business structures. 

 

In their evaluation of public and government support for networks, NESTA 

revealed in 2012 that, although SMEs understood the benefits of pooling resources 

and exchanging knowledge, there was tension between the sharing and protection 

of information, particularly in competitive environments (NESTA, 2012). Despite 

this, the study reinforced that networks can have a very positive effect on learning 
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processes and the enhancement of skills. It was also confirmed that policies to 

support the development of networks are generally successful and that government 

organisations can have a positive impact (Cunningham and Ramlogan, 2013). It 

should be remembered that these findings were qualitative in nature, based on 

views and opinions rather than a quantitative measure of how networks have 

increased productivity, sales etc. The study does, however, provide some valuable 

indicators. One area that has benefitted from support is the underwriting of network 

costs which are otherwise borne unfairly by the network organisers which can lead 

to ‘free-rider’ behaviours (Heijs, 2003; Cunningham et al., 2013). 

 

In 2014, the UK Government’s BIS in conjunction with Manchester University 

produced an analysis on the effect of UK direct public support for innovation with 

a particular emphasis on larger companies and SMEs (UK Gov BIS, 2014). The 

study was, in itself, innovative as econometric techniques were applied to certain 

data sets in an attempt to assess economic benefits of innovation support. The 

analysis found that SMEs who had received grants, including Innovate UK 

funding, had engaged in process and product innovation. It was also noted that 

companies that have used grants to engage with universities or public sector 

research establishments had shown additional impacts over and above projects that 

merely involved funding support (BIS, 2014). The study found that economic 

evaluation of support measures had resulted in substantial private and social returns 

to innovation. There was also evidence that grant-based innovation supports the 

broader development of a firm’s absorption capacity (BIS, 2014, p.11). 

 

The BIS findings reported evidence that policies to support innovation should be 

interdependent, i.e. used in conjunction with other complementary measures. An 

example of this policy mix would be grants combined with business support, 

possibly mentoring, networking or signposting (Cunningham et al., 2012). Overall, 

the study concluded that there was evidence that UK public policy interventions do 

have a positive impact across a broad range of measures including innovation, 

although further analysis is required to strengthen understanding of the issues (BIS, 

2014). 
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In 2014, the European Commission produced the results of their study designed to 

assess policies to support HGFs across Europe. While the report acknowledged the 

difficulties in identifying high growth, it was able to present a framework of the 

measures that have helped HGFs to innovate. These included public policy, grants 

and innovation activities, human networks and business support. The emphasis of 

the EC findings was on creating an entrepreneurial framework within which 

companies can operate. Lillschkis (2013) suggested that “rather than trying to pick 

winners, policy makers should set conditions that allow winners to pick 

themselves” (Lillschkis, 2013, p. 9). 

 

Kolar (2014), as the author of the EC study, suggested that implementing 

innovation support was not without its difficulties and that there may, in certain 

territories, be a misalignment of policy initiatives. This may be due to an 

insufficient understanding of the characteristics of companies. There also may be 

a conflict when policy makers have to follow a number of policy objectives. 

 

Even though the inherent difficulties of measuring impact are understood, it is 

possible at this stage from the literature to identify some of the innovation support 

measures that have produced the greatest return on investment. These are 

summarised below: 

 

a. Funding:  Research grants for R&D and collaborations 

 

b. Networks:  Knowledge sharing, university and public sector research 

bodies, funding to avoid free-rider effect. 

 

c. Policy:   Linking policy initiatives, e.g. research grants + business 

support, creating the right policy mix. 

 

d. National:  Deregulation, ease of tax and other arrangements. 
 

Source: ONS 2014. 

 

In addition, the literature does reveal some challenges or considerations for policy 

makers in respect of misalignment, frameworks and assessing impact of 

innovation support. These are shown in Table 6 below: 
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Challenges Comments 

 

Policy Misalignment Policy makers need to ensure they understand the 

characteristics of the companies they support. 

 

Environment and Framework Policy makers need to create and maintain an 

entrepreneurial framework within territories. 

Allow ‘winners’ to pick themselves and provide an 

environment that supports innovation activity. 

Impact Research Quantitative analysis of economic and societal 

impact is difficult. 

Needs to involve study over long periods or the 

combination of studies. 

 

Table 6: Innovation Support Challenges for Policymakers: Source: The Author. 

 

2.8 Owner Manager and SME Characteristics 

 

In view of the importance of the small business sector, research into Critical 

Success Factors (CSFs) and the optimum dynamic capabilities of firms and owner 

managers is seen as important to the understanding of how SMEs can continue to 

build competitive advantage (Hossain et al., 2016).  It is, more than ever, crucial 

that the sector is able to deal with the challenges faced from globalisation, 

technology and liberalisation that have traditionally tended to be in the domain of 

large organisations (Song Ng and Hung Kee, 2012).  The OECD provides a 

definition of HGFs, i.e. “all enterprises up to five years old with average annualised 

growth greater than 20 per cent per annum over a three-year period, and with ten 

or more employees at the beginning of the observation period” (OECD; found in 

Audretsch, 2012, p.2). Farrelly et al. (2013) suggested, however, that, whilst it is 

not easy to identify high growth firms (HGF), focusing on those that we know have 

grown, can help to draw out common trends and themes.  Katz and Green (2009) 

asserted that CSFs are important to provide benchmarks or components of the 

business that are essential for them to be profitable and competitive.  Whilst we are 

reminded by Burkinshaw and Hansen (2007) that care needs to be taken with the 

adoption of innovation strategies used by other organisations or a one size fits all 

approach to growth, the identification of CSFs can help to provide criticality, 

clarify assumptions and aid divergent thought (Dickinson et al., 1984). 
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Identifying CSFs is not without its problems, however, and the literature suggests 

that reviews have revealed contradictory or inconclusive findings (Richter and 

Kemter, 2000). This was reinforced by Wennberg (2013) who found that, whilst 

there is a rapidly growing interest in factors that determine growth, research 

relating to the strategies adopted by HGFs is still limited. 

 

The literature demonstrates that the nature of the firm such as size, sectors operated, 

age and legal structure can have a bearing on its overall success (Storey, 1994; 

Gray et al., 2012).  Older firms, for example, may have an advantage of being 

familiar with efficiency levels and cost structures (Disney et al., 2003). In 2013, 

the OECD suggested that high growth occurs in companies that are prevalently 

young and small (OECD, 2013). This, however, might not always be the case. Age 

may be a factor, but it may other ‘characteristics’ (or combinations of) that have a 

stronger bearing on growth (Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 2015). 

 

The literature does suggest that successful firms do reflect particular characteristics 

and that their owner-managers exhibit behaviours and dynamic capabilities that are 

conducive to growth (Ackdili and Ayhan, 2013; Farrelly et al., 2013; Kenny, 

2015)). Dynamic capabilities have been defined as “the creation of difficult to 

imitate combinations of resources […] that create competitive advantage” 

(Acikdilli and Ayhan, 2013, p.144). This also can be expressed as a Unique Selling 

Point or Proposition (USP). 

 

Lee et al., (2008) suggested that entrepreneurial orientations (EO), abilities and 

resources can be central to the development of this dynamic. EO and its associated 

capabilities at owner-manager, company and regional levels has been a recurrent 

theme in the literature (Storey, 1994; Farrelly et al., 2013; Blackburn et al., 2013). 

EO is the process, practice and decision making that allows the SME to take 

advantage of market opportunities (Wang 2008; Gupta, 2013). Taatila (2010) 

suggested that EO manifests itself in “perseverance, trust, risk management, a 

positive attitude towards change, tolerance of uncertainties, initiative, the need to 

achieve, understanding of timeframes, creativity and an understanding of the big 

picture” (Taatila, 2010, p.51). 
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Despite the fact, however, that entrepreneurship has and continues to be regarded 

as important, Jones et al. (2018) concluded that there was still a lack of integration 

of literature on behaviours, contexts and identity. Definitions of entrepreneurship 

range from qualities associated with risk taking, innovation and a desire to achieve 

(Miller, 1983).  Someone with entrepreneurial qualities focuses on innovation 

profit and growth of an enterprise (Gupta et al., 2013). If this is coupled with strong 

industry specific knowledge and problem-solving skills, it can be a powerful driver 

for SME survival and growth (Cooper et al., 1994).  Whilst the balance of literature 

supports firm EO as an important factor, there are other studies that suggest it is far 

less conclusive. Sidik (2012) did, however, observe that, whilst only a small 

number of SMEs achieved exceptional performance and growth, there was 

evidence that companies that demonstrate entrepreneurial qualities and EOs would 

outperform companies without it. Entrepreneurial behaviours in owner-managers, 

such as high personal perseverance, preference for innovation, a need for 

achievement and social skills can also have a strong positive correlation with 

growth (Hansemark, 2003; Nichter and Goldmark, 2009; Sidik, 2012). 

 

In their work, appropriately entitled “Let’s put the person back into 

entrepreneurship research”, Rauch and Frese (2007) posited that traits associated 

with successful entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial behaviour (business creation, 

innovation and growth) were “a pro-active personality, a need for achievement and 

self-efficacy” (Rauch and Frese, 2007, p. 353). Baum and Locke (2004) suggested 

that it is important for entrepreneurs to perform and be confident in often uncertain 

situations. 

 

Commentators continue to focus on a range of themes and influential factors that 

may determine success (or otherwise) of SMEs and these have included 

entrepreneurship, skills, traits, motivation, the nature of the company, i.e., size, 

location and strategies for finance, market positioning and access to infrastructure 

(Audretsch, 2012).  Farrelly et al. (2013), in their work on SMEs in the Midlands, 

UK, identified 20 factors that can drive success.  These are shown in Table 7 below: 
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HIGH GROWTH INDICATORS 

Business age Entrepreneurial experience Clear, articulated vision 

Access to finance Education level Partnering/joint ventures 

Internal capital/resources Ambition Opportunistic outlook 

Business size Numbers of directors Recent performance 

Market served International focus Training/development 

Active networking Diversification of share 

ownership 

Management skills and 

experience 

Personal support network IPR created/protected  

 

Table 7:  High Growth Indicators: Source: Farrelly et al. (2013). 

 

Storey (1994) also proposed a set of seminal “key factors” and these include the 

characteristics of the owner-manager, those of the firm and strategies adopted. In 

1996, Barkham et al. observed that success may be dependent on prior work 

experience gained on the part of the owner-manager. Felin and Foss (2009) 

described the development of a set of core individual or firm competencies that 

may be imperative to growth.  These can include leadership, structure, skills of 

employees, motivation and access to technological advancements. 

 

The literature does reveal the value of human capital and it is clear that skilled and 

motivated employees are also key to successful growth (Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 

2015). Damanpour and Schneider (2006; 2009), in their theoretical framework, 

suggested that managers have a direct influence on workers’ motivation, morale, 

and rewarding innovation and change. Almus (2002) also reinforced a core 

competence model in respect of human resources. One advantage of the core 

competencies model is where a new firm concentrates on a specific market segment 

of which they have specialist knowledge (MacPherson and Holt, 2007) and utilises 

human resources and expertise in a way that is difficult for competitors to imitate 

(Ichijo, 2007). By drawing together the models put forward by Storey (1994) and 

Farrelly et al. (2012) and the other theoretic and competency frameworks, it is 

possible to suggest an initial range of critical success factors and influences on 

growth that may assist in guiding the thesis (see Table 8 below): 
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Entrepreneurial Organisation Strategic Environmental 

Motivation Age Workforce training National/regional 

Education Sector Management training Sectored 

Management experience Location Marketing strategy Local 

Number of founders Size Internationalisation  

Ethnicity and race Form of ownership Technical resources  

Age  Planning  

Gender  External advice/support  

 

Table 8: Key Factors Influencing Small Business Growth 

Source: The Author adapted from Storey (1994) and Farrelly et al. (2012). 

 

Whether or not the backgrounds or experiences of company founders and owners 

have a significant bearing on growth remains undetermined (Wennberg, 2013). 

Although Storey (1994) identified factors such as family history, functional skills 

and sector knowledge that may be relevant, Roomi et al. (2009) suggested that 

studies had shown no conclusive evidence that any of these characteristics or 

attributes would “constitute a universal success factor” (Roomi et al., 2009, p. 272). 

Whether family ownership or history have a bearing on success is also not clear 

(Lee et al., 2001).  Dyer (2006) observed that research into this area seems to be 

divided between scholars who emphasize the benefits and those who comment on 

its disadvantages. 

 

De Massis et al., (2015) suggested that family involvement has potential benefits 

in terms of a kinship relationship between owners but can have disadvantages in 

terms of the availability of wider perspectives, knowledge and receptiveness to new 

ideas. Wiklund et al. (2003) had identified a range of factors that may affect 

business managers’ attitudes towards growth. These included workload, employee 

well-being, personal income, control, independence and survival of crises 

(Wiklund et al., 2003, p.254). 

 

Some studies have indicated that it may be a matter of personality traits such as the 

need for achievement, risk taking, extraversion and self-efficacy that determine 

growth (Kenny, 2015; Alternay, 2016). In a study of 523 Dutch SMEs however, it 

was concluded that owners with technical knowledge are more likely to grow their 
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firms while entrepreneurs characterised by a strong need of achievement are less 

likely to engage in firm growth (Zhou and De Wit, 2009, 2013). 

 

Success may also be determined by personal factors such as age and gender 

(Kenny, 2015). Martin et al. (2017) suggested that the term gender is not merely 

the biological sex of individuals, it is a social construct that “casts particular 

pursuits as expressions of masculine and feminine natures” (Martin et al., 2019, p. 

1). How the realities and perceptions of gender affect the establishment and growth 

of small business ventures is inconclusive but from a 2009 study of SMEs in the 

East of England, it was generally concluded that women-owned enterprises tended 

to employ lower numbers of staff and generate smaller revenues (Roomi et al., 

2009). The study also showed that female company owners relied on networking 

(particularly informal networks) for business growth and personal learning and 

development. Blackburn et al. (2013) identified that owner-managers’ business 

style can impact the performance of SMEs. The literature relating to whether there 

are gender differences between male and female company owners’ style is more 

limited however, but Martin et al. (2018) identified that being ‘visible’ may be 

more difficult for women. This may impact styles of leadership and support theory 

relating to the impostor phenomenon (Cozzarelli and Major, 1990). SMEs can, 

however, play an essential role in changing market dynamics and, as a result, can 

provide many opportunities for individuals (including women and minorities) to 

achieve success (Kuratko and Hodgetts, 2004). 

 

A motivation for growth on the part of the owner-manager was also considered 

important; although entrepreneurs need to have the ability and knowledge to select 

appropriate growth strategies to avoid “setbacks and growth reversals” (Shah et al., 

2013, pp. 2189-2197). It is the case, however, that the consideration of traits and 

skills may not be confined to individual owner managers but could extend to others 

involved in the SME. Rauch and Frese (2007) observed that “people interested in 

starting a business may evaluate their traits […] to match themselves to the task of 

running a business or to decide on partners that could compensate for their 

weaknesses (Rauch and Frese, 2007, p.272). 
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Central to the development of SME support mechanisms is the extent to which EO 

and its associated behaviours are inherent in SME owner managers and leaders and 

to what extent they can be developed (Rauch and Frese, 2007). This issue may not 

only relate to individual owner managers but also extend to others involved in the 

strategic direction and management of an SME (Elmuti et al., 2012). In this respect 

and, more broadly, can external players foster an environment or circumstances in 

which SMEs can growth, innovate and flourish? Can skills and behaviours be 

learned? 

 

Drucker (1985) posited that “entrepreneurship is nothing more than a discipline 

and, like every discipline, it can be learned.”; the main argument being that 

innovation is not an activity limited to a special class of people (Drucker, 1985, 

P.24). Kaplan and Warren (2010) suggest that many of us have skills that are 

embedded within us and that these hidden traits can be developed sufficiently to 

achieve successful entrepreneurship. In their work as to whether successful leaders 

are born or made, Gentry et al. (2012), however, found that studies into this area 

were inconclusive, but suggested that when people have adequate access to 

developmental experiences, coaching, mentoring, training, and other experiences, 

they have the opportunity to learn and achieve success. 

 

Other factors that can be determinants for owner-manager and SME EOs and can 

include workload, employee well-being, personal income, control, independence 

and survival of crises (Wiklund et al., 2003, p.254). Those involved in ISPs need 

to be aware that survival and stability (and not growth) may be the primary goal of 

many owner managers and leaders (Duarte, 2004). The literature, therefore, 

suggests that a nuanced perspective needs to be taken and assumptions that all 

SMEs and owner managers start from the same point or have the same motivations 

would not be accurate (Burkinshaw and Hansen 2007). 

 

In keeping with this, external actors, involved in supporting small businesses, need 

to equip entrepreneurs, owner-managers and firms with skills to face the challenges 

in establishing and maintaining successful ventures (Elmuti et al., 2012). Taking 

into account the multiplicity of factors involved, ISPs should aim to embed trust 
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on the part of owner managers, not only in their own abilities but also the 

educational and other initiatives designed to support them (Gorden et al., 2012). 

This is supported by Elmuti et al. (2012) who, in their study of entrepreneurship 

engagement and education, stated that “trust appears to play a big role in the way 

individuals engage with entrepreneurial instructors and each other” (Elmuti et al., 

2012, p.97). Whilst there will always be an argument for knowledge-driven and 

sector specific initiatives, embedding entrepreneurial behaviours within owner-

managers, SMEs and the region can be best achieved by nuanced, tailored 

approaches that also build social trust between the actors involved, including other 

firms (Fayolle et al., 2006; Beynon et al., 2020). 

 

In considering the potential roles of actors, in a synthesis of findings from a 

literature review concerning innovation adoption, Harmancioglu et al., (2009) 

suggested a model of factors, (spanning organisation, external environment, 

innovation and individual levels) that can have a positive bearing on innovation 

activity: 

 

“Construct Level             

Organisational characteristics 

1. Leadership support for and experience with adoption leads to improved 

adoption, but a hierarchy of top-down leadership may hinder adoption. 

Organisations with a research infrastructure, and additional resources 

facilitate adoption, but if the organisational structure is too formal and 

centralized or requires too much from individuals, adoption is less 

likely to be successful. 

2. Similar to the external environment, positive social climate and 

interactions with innovation developers are useful (Harmancioglu et al., 

2009. pp. 229 – 263). 

 

Innovation characteristics 

1. Compatible with the organisation’s and users’ norms and values, 

relevant, and low risk activities are more likely to be adopted. 
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2. Innovations that engender resistance or those that staff are unaware of, 

not familiar with, and for which evidence cannot be obtained are less 

likely to be adopted. Organisations that assess these characteristics, 

monitor fit, and address barriers are likely to be more successful 

(Harmancioglu et al., 2009. pp. 229 – 263). 

 

Staff/individual characteristics 

1. Individuals’ attitudes and motivation for adoption, particularly positive 

attitudes toward change, the need for change, and quality improvement 

are important for successful adoption. Feedback on the adoption process 

is useful in increasing adoption, and individual characteristics such as 

skills and experience, innovativeness, tolerance of ambiguity, 

propensity towards risk taking are associated with increased adoption. 

As seen in external and organisational characteristics, extensive social 

networks of individuals are associated with adoption. 

2. Job tenure and lack of skills are negatively associated with adoption for 

staff, but education and tenure are positively associated with adoption 

for managers” (Harmancioglu et al., 2009. pp. 229 – 263). 

 

This model suggests that there are factors associated with leadership and culture, 

together with connectivity externally that have a bearing on the SME’s ability to 

adopt innovation. To maximise the benefits of these characteristics, a learning 

orientation can be vital.  This is defined as a commitment to learning and 

challenging past and established assumptions (Paparoidamis, 2005). 

Organisational learning suggests open-mindedness, which can be a powerful driver 

of product innovation (Calisir et al., 2013). The OECD reported that business 

development is a disruptive process that often requires new learning, leadership 

and management skills to cope (OECD, 2013). It is argued that companies with 

these traits are better placed to seize unconventional business opportunities and 

have a greater understanding of their customers and markets (Senge, 1990).  It is 

suggested that they would also be more likely to innovate and grow (Paparoidamis, 

2005). 
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This emphasis on developing these softer characteristics and an open outlook has 

increased in recent years. For example, Entrepreneur magazine in the USA selected 

the winners of their small business innovation awards on the basis of a firm’s ability 

to expertly balance impact, innovation, growth, leadership and value (Entrepreneur 

360, 2019). 

 

Themes relating to a learning orientation were also echoed in a research project on 

behalf of BIS undertaken by Hird and Drummond (2015) and a number of leading 

Harvard Business School contributors, such as Kanter, Dyer and Christensen, have 

published widely on the key characteristics of innovators and their companies. 

They have suggested that finding the Innovator’s DNA (Dyer et al., 2009) can help 

others find the path to growth and success. Kanter (2006) posited a set of remedies 

that were essential in avoiding problematic innovation management strategies. 

These problems usually related to strategy, processes and structures; as a result of 

controls often being too tight. The remedial actions proposed include having a 

broader perspective and scope of innovation activity, flexibility of planning 

systems and facilitate closer connections throughout the company (Kanter, 2006, 

pp.6-7). 

 

Dyer et al. (2009) also attempted to define the characteristics of creative and 

disruptive innovators. They drew an interesting distinction between entrepreneurial 

traits, e.g. ‘someone who buys a McDonalds’s franchise’ to those that create 

businesses that build the future ‘Amazons’. They suggested that such innovation 

requires a completely different set of skills (Dyer et al., 2009). Their model 

contained a range of discovery skills that can have a significant impact on success. 

Their model, shown below in Table 9 is based on their large study of entrepreneurs, 

executives and those that had started innovative companies or who had invented 

new products. They described this as mimicking a double helix that is largely 

driven by Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences: 
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Discovery Skills Characteristics 

Associating Ability to connect seemingly unrelated questions, problems 

or ideas. 

Questioning Questioning the unquestionable. Thinking about how to 

change the world. 

Observing Scrutinising common phenomena. A ‘why do they do that?’ 

mentality. 

Experimenting 

 

Finding new ideas. Launching pilots and prototypes. 

Networking Not simply networking to access resources and business. 

Networking with different people to expand knowledge 

domains. 

 

Table 9: Discovery Skills (The Innovator’s DNA) adapted from Dyer, Gregerson and 

Christensen, Harvard Business Review, December 2009. 

 

 

We can see that when discussing CSFs, the literature is inconclusive as to whether 

harder factors such as size of firm and available finance have a direct impact on 

successful innovation and growth strategies, although it appears that physical 

environment can play a part (Harmancioglu et al., 2009). External factors are, 

however, largely uncontrollable by SMEs and how they impact upon strategic 

direction is largely in the domain of the company owner (OECD, 2017). For this 

reason, the evidence on the role of internal factors is more compelling (Kenny, 

2015). This explains why, in business studies generally, the importance of softer 

issues, such as leadership, features prominently in scholarly work; although most 

work in this area focuses on large companies (Dyer et al., 2009). This is not to say 

that external factors do not play a part, but the literature appears to suggest that it 

is how the SME responds to its external environment has a greater bearing on 

innovation, growth and survival (Gray et al.., 2012). Studies that relate to the 

impact of location tend to focus on specific areas such as R&D or production 

capability (Narula, 2004). Audretsch and Feldman (1996) suggested that 

innovation activity does tend to cluster in circumstances where there can be 

knowledge spill-over. Location can, however, become less important to SMEs that 

can supplement their ownership advantages by seeking location-specific assets in 

territories other than their own (Narula, 2004). 
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Studies have shown that owner managers and their SMEs can face a common set 

of challenges (Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 2015). These can range from financial 

issues, the adoption and use of technologies, digital marketing, IPR, as well as their 

own personal development (Sukarmijan and Sapong, 2013). In paragraph 2.6, this 

thesis described some of the wider initiatives designed to provide support in these 

areas, but a more focused and locally targeted understanding of settings, challenges 

and support needs is important to ensure the success of ISPs (Rauch and Frese, 

2007; Sidik, 2012; Altinay et al., 2016). 

 

More recent literature continues to reinforce the importance of the development of 

softer skills to the innovation process. For example, Rieken et al.  (2019) suggested 

that traditional fields such as engineering now required creativity to solve complex, 

interdisciplinary problems. These commentators purported that engineers should 

be encouraged to use mindfulness as a way of generating new ideas, leading to new 

ways of thinking and better solutions (Rieken et al., 2019). This approach would 

allow a shift from convergent to divergent thinking which is essential for 

innovation. Other writers, such as Sinek (2009) focus on the need to inspire a 

workforce and create teams where performance and achievement are not based on 

external incentives or benefits. In terms of an innovation environment, “those who 

inspire will create a following of supporters, customers, workers that act for the 

good of the whole” (Sinek, 2009, p.29). It is clear, at this point in the literature, 

that, amongst the factors previously discussed, leadership styles can have a 

considerable bearing on a firm’s growth and innovation (Altinay et al., 2016; 

Dunne et al., 2016). In view of that importance, the next paragraph turns to a more 

comprehensive review of the theoretical perspectives on leadership that may be 

conducive to SME success and could be considered as part of ISPs. 

 

2.9 Culture, Leadership and Innovation – Exploration of Theory 

 

Whilst there are many models of leadership in management and academic theory, 

the author has focused on those that have been identified as having a direct 

correlation to innovation and growth. There is a growing recognition of the role of 
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leaders in fostering innovation but also calls for more research into how leaders 

influence and sustain it to higher levels (Paulsen et al., 2012, Yadav, 2013). 

 

In their work on leadership and innovation, Oke et al. (2009) concluded that a 

combination of transactional and transformational leadership styles may be 

appropriate to foster an innovation climate. Burns (1978) defined a 

transformational leader as “one who raises the followers’ level of consciousness 

about the importance and value of desired outcomes and the methods of reaching 

those outcomes” (Burns, 1978, p.141). The transformational leader convinces 

followers to transcend their self-interest for the sake of the organisation, while, in 

accordance with Maslow’s hierarchy, elevating “the follower’s level of need from 

lower-level concerns for safety and security to higher-level needs for achievement 

and self-actualization” (Maslow, 1954, p. 155). This suggests that transformational 

leadership can be a basis to foster the creative innovation process as it enables the 

company to turn its focus towards the unconventional and take risks (Paulsen et al., 

2012). 

 

McCleskey (2014) suggested that transactional leadership allows followers to fulfil 

their own self-interest, minimise workplace anxiety, and concentrate on clear 

organisational objectives such as increased quality, customer service, reduced 

costs, and increased production (Sadeghi and Pihie, 2012). Such leadership styles 

may be appropriate for exploratory activities that involve collaborating and 

partnering (Oke et al., 2009). Transformational leadership is closely aligned to 

Charismatic Leadership. House (1976) suggested that most writers, concerned with 

charisma or charismatic leadership, begin their discussion with Max Weber's 

conception of charisma. Weber describes as charismatic those leaders who “reveal 

a transcendent mission or course of action which may be in itself appealing to the 

potential followers, but which is acted on because the followers believe their leader 

is extraordinarily gifted” (Dow, 1969, p. 307). 

 

In relation to innovation, Paulsen et al. (2009) concluded that charismatic leaders 

promote team innovation by supporting a sense of team identity and commitment 

and encourage team members to cooperate through the expression of ideas and 
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participation in decisions. He reported that those “who employ a more 

charismatic style facilitate more cooperative interactions in teams. Teams with 

a strong team identity combined with the exercise of cooperative behaviours 

are more innovative” (Paulsen et al., 2009, pp. 511-523). This is supported by 

Ciampa (2016) who described charismatic leaders as being “skilled at articulating 

a compelling vision that inspires followers” (Ciampa, 2016, p. 1). This can have a 

positive influence on creative and innovative activities. Ciampa’s research does, 

however, suggest that such leadership needs to be coupled with “attention to 

culture, self-awareness, self-management, and, humility” (Ciampa, 2006, p.3). This 

might suggest that, although transformational and charismatic leadership is helpful 

in idea generation and inspiring teams, successful exploitation of the innovation 

may need an approach that has characteristics of transactional leadership. 

 

Yadav (2015), in recognition that various leadership styles may be required for 

innovation to occur, discussed the role of both transformational and transactional 

qualities. A combination of both leadership styles reflects what Kotelnikov (1995) 

defined as a loose-tight leadership style. This was supported by Callan et al. (2004) 

who suggested that leaders need to be skilled in not only disturbing the system but 

also operating effectively in systems that are disturbed. This leadership style may 

assist in ensuring that checks and balances are present that lead to the meeting of 

objectives and the commercialisation of ideas (Yadav, 2015). Derbyshire (2014) 

described the achievement of this balance as ambidexterity. This was reinforced by 

Love and Roper (2015) who suggested that “varying skill needs are also reflected 

in the need for ‘ambidextrous leadership’ which moves from transformational 

leadership towards more focussed transactional leadership as innovation projects 

move closer to market” (Love and Roper, 2015, p.4). This view was supported by 

the Chair of McKinsey Korea who in 2018 stated that “I was better at opening up 

new initiatives than I was bringing them to completion. I had to hire a solid CEO 

to work with me” (HBR, Leadership, 2018, p.3). This is further reinforced by Gupta 

et al. (2013) who suggested that entrepreneurs may focus “aggressively on profits 

and innovation” whereas company owners are more concerned with “managing 

stable growth” (Gupta et al., 2013, p. 3). 
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The impact of leadership style on creating the culture and climate where innovation 

can flourish has also received attention in the literature (Hemlin et al., 2008, Dunne, 

2016)). Although much scholarly work relates to larger organisations, there is no 

reason to assume that these principles would not be pertinent to SMEs (Derbyshire, 

2014). In fact, it could be argued that, because small firms must be clear as to how 

they use finite resources, leadership and culture could be even more important to 

initial growth and future survival (Love and Roper, 2015). Drucker (2008) 

suggested that, so far as innovation was concerned, leaders need to establish the 

right climate so people are inspired and encouraged to innovate. This climate 

should eradicate “fear, encourage bottom up innovation and give people 

autonomy” (Drucker in Goleman, 2014, p. 5). Abbosh et al. (2019) observed that 

innovation is more successful in a climate that encourages all employees to 

participate rather than having “isolated teams located a safe distance from the core 

business” (Abbosh et al., 2019, p. 3). 

 

Naranjo‐Valencia (2011), based on studies of over 400 Spanish companies, 

concluded that organisational culture is a clear determinant of innovation strategy. 

The research showed that adhocracy cultures foster innovation strategies and 

hierarchical cultures promote imitation cultures. Innovation is crucial for attaining 

competitive advantage and it, rather than imitation, motivates firms to launch new 

products (Naranjo‐Valencia, 2011),  Viki (2019) suggested that three pillars need 

to be in place for companies to successfully innovate: 

 

1. Leadership Support – CEOs need to spend a significant proportion of their 

time actively leading innovation. Leadership needs to go beyond words that 

encourage or a vague practice. It needs to have vision but clear ‘guiderails’. 

Ensure that intrapreneurs do not have to ‘hustle’ for resources. Innovation 

cannot flourish if leaders are exclusively focused on running the core 

business. They need to be exploring future opportunities for growth. This 

may sometimes involve small ‘bets’ that gradually increase. 

 

2. Organisational Design – Company structures need to support innovation. 

This involves building enablers and removing blocks. Innovation must be 
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given legitimacy and collaborate with the core business. Rewards and 

incentives for innovation should not be based on the systems used in core 

business because the ‘celebration of failure’ is not conducive to an annual 

target and review process. 

 

3. Innovation Practice – Introduce agile business models. Long business plans 

with five year projections does not readily accommodate innovation. Lean 

start-up and design thinking will help facilitate innovation. Develop human 

capital and skills. It is a ‘myth’ that entrepreneurship cannot be learned. 

Innovation skills and opportunities should be made available across the 

whole company. (Viki, 2019). 

 

For larger companies, the literature has shown that many organisations find the 

creation of these pillars very difficult to achieve (Kanter, 2006) and a McKinsey 

Quarterly report in 2015 indicated that under 30 per cent of leaders are confident 

with decision-making involving innovation (Viki, 2019). The situation for SMEs, 

however, could be markedly different. Without existing complex structures, small 

businesses can develop those pillars from an early stage and maintain and grow the 

company on those principles (Gupta, 2013). Todtling and Kaufmann (2001) 

suggested that SMEs innovate in a different way to larger firms and face more 

barriers to innovation. Whilst SMEs still might face barriers in terms of resources 

and R&D activity, it could be argued that what was once seen as a barrier could be 

a strength. This is because creating a small unfettered organisation underpinned by 

the appropriate innovation culture and leadership, may be more likely to develop 

into a larger organisation that could disrupt existing markets (Josefy et al., 2017). 

 

From a study of firms in Taiwan, Lin and McDonough (2011) suggested that 

strategic leadership plays a crucial role in mediating between forces for innovation 

and change. They describe the issue of ambidexterity needed by leaders to ensure 

the exploration of ideas but, importantly, the exploitation of them.  The study 

applied multiple regression analyses to test the hypotheses that: 1) strategic 

leadership directly impacts on a knowledge-sharing culture, 2) a knowledge-

sharing culture directly impacts on innovation ambidexterity, and 3) organisational 
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culture mediates the strategic leadership and innovation ambidexterity relationship. 

All three of the hypotheses were supported (Lin and McDonough, 2011, p. 501). 

 

Ashkenas and Manville (2018) suggested six key fundamental skills for successful 

leadership. Whilst previous scholarly work in this arena tends to involve large 

organisations, in keeping with the economic significance of the small business 

sector, their research comprised a selection of SMEs, start-ups and non-profits and 

suggested that leaders should be able to: 

 

⎯ “Shape a vision that is exciting and challenging for your team; 

⎯ Translate that vision into clear strategy about what actions are needed and 

what NOT to do; 

⎯ Recruit, develop and reward a team of great people; 

⎯ Focus on measurable results; 

⎯ Foster innovation and learn to sustain the team and 

⎯ Lead yourself – know yourself, improve yourself and manage balance in 

your life.” (Ashkenas and Manville, 2018, pp.1 - 2). 

 

Lupova-Henry (2018) recognised that providers of innovation support for SMEs 

were beginning to focus more on longer-term approaches to softer issues in 

recognition of the importance of awareness raising, networking and knowledge 

networks. Although there is still not a universally acceptable “recipe for 

innovation”, a focus on promoting a “collaborative and learning culture” is key a 

guideline (Lupova-Henry, 2018, pp. 2 – 3). In considering leadership and 

organisational and cultural orientation as key determinants of growth and 

innovation, the author has attempted to summarise a number of the relevant 

theoretical ideas (Table 10 below) that can inform part of the future content and 

targeting of innovation support and this will be discussed in the next paragraph of 

this chapter: 

 



 

73 

 

 

Table 10: Leadership and Cultural Factors for Growth and Innovation: The Theory: 

Adapted by the Author. 

 

2.10   A Conceptual Framework for Factors Affecting SME Growth and 

Innovation 

 

The thesis has so far discussed a range of factors that may have a bearing on SME 

growth and innovation. As such, the literature has explored issues that external 

players, including ECC and other authorities, as well as individual SMEs, might 

consider and deploy in creating circumstances that are conducive to SME success. 

It is suggested that these issues are multi-layered and not only span the important 

role, attributes and orientations of the owner-manager, but also the strategic 

orientations of firms and the impact of other agencies and policy frameworks 

externally. Whilst the issues are broad, the author has focused on factors that appear 

Leadership Organisational 

Characteristics, Importance of 

(Storey, 1994) 

(Paulsen et al., 2012) 

(Gupta et al., 2013) 

 

Entrepreneurial Outlook and Behaviours 

(Dobbs and Hamilton, 2007) 

(Wang, 2008) 

(Wennberg 2013) 

(Jones et al., 2018) 

 

Personal support networks 

Clear articulated vision 

(Farrelly et al., 2013)) 

 

Innovator’s DNA - Discovery skills 

Innovation traps - remedies 

(Kanter, 2006) 

(Dyer et al., 2009) 

 

Transactional and transformational – 

Ambidexterity 

(Oke et al., 2009) 

(Paulsen et al., 2009, 2012) 

(Yadav, 2013) 

(Derbyshire, 2014) 

(Love and Roper, 2015) 

 

Inspirational, encouraging 

(Drucker, 2014) 

 

Loose-tight leadership 

(Kotelnikov, 1995). 

Active networking and collaboration 

(Farrelly et al., 2013)) 

(Lupova-Henry, 2018) 

(NESTA, 2019) 

 

 

Skilled and valuable human capital 

(Damanpour and Schneider, 2006) 

(McPherson and Hot, 2007) 

(Dunne et al, 2016) 

 

 

Decentralised structure 

Positive attitude to change 

Motivation to adoption 

(Harmancioglu et al., 2009) 

(Naranjo-Valencia, 2011) 

(Abbosh et al., 2019) 

 

 

 

Learning orientation 

(Senge, 1990) 

(Jones and MacKenzie, 2006) 

(Calisir, 2018) 

 

 

Prospector strategy 

(Conant et al., 1990) 

Lupova-Henry (2018) 
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to be the most impactful in order to draw up a conceptual framework that could 

underpin the study. 

 

Miles and Huberman (1994) describe a conceptual framework as “a written or 

visual presentation that: explains either graphically, or in narrative form, the main 

areas to be studied” (1994. p.18.). It provides the opportunity to draw out the “key 

factors, concepts or variables of the study and any presumed relationship among 

them”. Prior to the development of specific research questions and objectives, the 

author concluded that the issues largely coalesced around specific roles, themes, 

contexts and frameworks in which SMEs operate. Jack and Anderson (2002) 

described a context of embeddedness of entrepreneurial activity that needs to occur 

in both the company and the district or region that surrounds it in order that small 

firms can be successful. The author, therefore, has deduced that the goal of support 

mechanisms for SMEs should be one of embedding behaviours and contexts that 

enhance the dynamic capabilities conducive to successful enterprise. 

 

The growing recognition that embedding entrepreneurial behaviours in various 

contexts, i.e. individual owners, firms and social and institutional settings has been 

evident in scholarly literature for two decades (Thornton, 1999; Welter, 2011; 

Jennings et al., 2013). The challenge for policymakers and others in the arena is 

finding ways in which to fully understand, identify, articulate and frame the issues 

involved in promoting SME growth and to determine appropriate strategies (Leurs, 

2018). In this respect, Lang et al., (2013) suggested that our perspectives on and 

approaches toward the local embeddedness of entrepreneurial behaviours can be 

enhanced by using a sociological institutional framework. Kibler et al., (2014) 

posited that the sociological work of Scott (1995) in which he described “cognitive, 

normative and regulative” as three pillars that are demonstrated by resilient 

organisations, may be a fruitful way of “developing our contextualised knowledge 

of entrepreneurship” (Scott, 2010, p.7; Lang et al., 2014, p.204). 

 

“SME success is a multidimensional phenomenon” (Lampadarious and 

Kyriakidou, 2017, pp. 194-232) and, as such, the literature has revealed that the 

tailoring and development of more nuanced approaches is important to the success 
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of support measures (Beynon et al., 2020). Whilst it may be possible to make some 

general assumptions about policy initiatives, it is important to recognise that we 

should not assume that all SMEs and owner managers have the same needs, goals 

or starting points and that contexts may also play a role (Welter, 2010). 

 

It has been suggested that SMEs may face particular behavioural, cultural and 

resource issues (Love and Roper, 2015) and the literature has reinforced this 

viewpoint by suggesting that attempts to map ISMs used in one territory onto 

another have not always been successful (Burkinshaw and Hansen, 2007; 

Selmanovic, 2015). Lang et al., (2014) stated that scholars now call for a “more 

nuanced and adjusted view”, especially in the context of the individual 

entrepreneur or small business (Lang et al., 2014, p. 207). Whilst policymakers 

(and other agencies) may find it more reassuring and less costly to engage in 

broader initiatives, there is evidence that, not only will tailored approaches lead to 

increased individual SME success, the firms themselves offer ‘payback’ on the 

investment in ISPs in terms of their role as ‘change agents’ within the wider region 

(Welter and Smallbone, 2011); contributing to the embeddedness of 

entrepreneurial activity (Jack and Anderson (2002). 

 

Context can be described as a “lens” (Griffin, 2007) and the “context lens allows 

us to frame entrepreneurship by paying attention to higher and lower levels of 

analysis” (Welter, 2010, p.167). Together with the main themes discussed within 

the literature review, the author is using the lenses described above as a basis for a 

conceptual framework. This, when combined with the main findings of the 

literature, forms the basis of the study and its contribution to our knowledge of the 

field. With the goal of embeddedness, the sociological framework proposed by 

Scott (2005) has also been broadened to include aspects that are associated with 

management research. These were described by Johns (2006) to include contexts 

that include situational opportunities and constraints. The three pillars of cognitive, 

normative and regulative “together with associated activities and resources” have 

been interpreted as the individual SME/owner managers, organisational strategies 

and policy frameworks (Scott, 1995, p.33). By embracing Johns’ (2006) broader 

management contexts, the conceptual framework proposed by the author is shown 
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below in Figure 4. This, not only provides a basis for the research, it allows us to 

make more sense of the wide range of issues (and their interplay) uncovered in the 

literature that influence SME growth and innovation: 

 

 

Figure 4: Conceptual Framework: Factors affecting SME Growth and Innovation: Source: 

The Author, based on Scott (2005), Johns (2006), Kibler et al., (2014).   

           

2.11   Significance of the Literature and Research Questions 

 

In keeping with the conceptual framework (informed by the literature review), the 

key findings in the literature are summarized in the following sections and grouped 

by the institutional contexts. The ‘cognitive’ context focuses on the individual 

SME and owner managers, highlighting findings in relation to dynamic 

capabilities, characteristics, orientations and other CSFs. The ‘normative’ contexts 

may be influenced by individual firm or owner factors but predominantly concern 

how the SME responds to its environment and its situational stances; identifying 

challenges and exploiting opportunities. The ‘regulatory’ context includes the 

findings in relation to broader economic, regional and institutional factors, 

including the roles of external agencies. The author asserts that, through the 

understanding and consideration of these contexts (and the interplay between 
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them) in their growth strategies, the greater chance there is of realising of 

economic goals in relation to SMEs. 

 

Cognitive 

 

Owner-Manager and SME Characteristics and Critical Success Factors 

 

The literature suggests that identifying CSFs can provide a basis for optimising 

the dynamic capabilities of SMEs (Katz and Green, 2009; Farrelly et al., 2013; 

Hossain et al., 2016). Whilst the interest in CSFs has grown, research is still 

limited or inconclusive (Richter and Kemter, 2000; Wennberg, 2013). Exploring 

CSFs as part of the study will be important to not only to fulfil the aims of this 

thesis, but also to make a contribution to our existing knowledge of the area 

(Wennberg, 2013). 

 

Many characteristics that can underpin growth and innovation are linked to EO, 

i.e. the process, practice and decision-making that allows the SME to take 

advantage of market opportunities (Wang, 2008; Gupta, 2013). Dynamic 

capabilities (Acikdilli and Ayhan, 2013) can also be enhanced through 

organisational structures that are agile, open, receptive and learning-oriented, as 

they will be better placed to seize market opportunities (Senge, 1990; Goldmark, 

2009; Sidik, 2012; OECD, 2013). Owner-managers who demonstrate and embrace 

these characteristics (or create them within their teams) can outperform those who 

do not (Blackburn et al., 2013). 

 

A learning organisation can also be a powerful driver for product innovation 

(Calisir et al, 2013). Confidence, self-efficacy and an optimistic approach are also 

positively correlated to success (Baum and Lock, 2004; Rauch and Frese, 2007; 

Sidik, 2012). 

 

The acquisition and utilisation of human capital can be key to SME performance 

(Dampanour and Schneider, 2006; Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 2015). Successful 

SMEs often demonstrate the use of people and resources in a way that is difficult 

for competitors to imitate (MacPherson and Holt, 2007; Ichijo, 2007). Those firms 
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that understand how to integrate their human resources with innovation processes 

are likely to see greater results Kanter (2006). Reward and management systems 

that value creativity, change adoption and contribution show a positive correlation 

to growth (Harmancioglu et al., 2009; Sinek, 2009). 

 

Whether other factors such as age, gender and experience of owner-managers can 

affect innovation and growth performance is less conclusive and it is also 

important not to make general assumptions about motivations of those who start 

or run small businesses (Roomi et al., 2009). Wiklund et al. (2003) suggest that 

there may be different factors affecting owner-managers’ individual motivations 

and can include gender, family influence and personal goals. Whilst it may be 

possible to have broad policy initiatives for certain sectors and territories, the need 

for tailored and nuanced approaches to measures introduced to support SMEs and 

their owner-managers was reinforced in the literature (Rauch and Frese, 2007; 

Beynon et al., 2020). 

 

The impact of harder factors, such as the availability of finance, size and location 

of individual SMEs, is not yet fully understood (Roomi et al., 2009; Gray et al., 

2012), although they may play a part (Harmancioglu et al., 2009). There is some 

evidence that knowledge-spill-over can occur in certain geographical locations 

where sectors are grouped (Audretsch and Feldman, 1996). The author suggests 

that the impact of location (Essex and more widely) would be an important area to 

consider during the forthcoming study. This issue may not only be pertinent to 

existing owner-managers and SMEs, but also to ECC aims to attract inward 

investment or relocation to the region (ECC, 2012).   

 

The literature reinforces the importance of leadership and culture in promoting 

SME growth (Ashkenas and Manville, 2018). Transformational and charismatic 

leadership styles can create circumstances in which innovation can flourish 

(Paulsen et al., 2012). In order to fully maximise commercial opportunities, 

transactional leadership may also be required (McCleskey, 2014; Love and Roper, 

2015). This suggests that ‘ambidextrous’ or ‘loose-tight’ leadership styles 

deployed by owner-managers (or within the wider SME) can promote increased 
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chances of commercial success (Kotelnikov, 1995; Yadav, 2015; Love and Roper, 

2015). Hierarchical structures may inhibit innovation and SMEs can benefit from 

being unfettered by existing or complex divisions, rules, structures and value 

systems (Kanter, 2006; Naranjo‐Valencia, 2011; Josefy et al., 2017). An open and 

knowledge-sharing culture directly impacts innovation ambidexterity (Hamel and 

LaBarre, 2012; Hird and Drummond 2015; Love and Roper, 2015; Josefy et al., 

2017)). 

 

The idea that successful leaders are ‘born, not made’ is questioned in the literature 

(Drucker, 1985; Kaplan and Warren, 2010). It is suggested that the development of 

skills and attributes on the part of owner-managers is possible, where this is 

supported by both a learning orientation and nuanced policy support (Jones et al., 

2018). The author deduced that, in this respect, it would be important to explore 

the targeting, content and impact of existing business mentoring programmes (and 

other initiatives) and their role in providing appropriate development opportunities 

(BIS, 2011; Lupova-Henry, 2018). 

 

Normative 

The choice of strategies chosen by SMEs can be crucial to growth and longer-term 

success (Abbosh et al., 2019) Whether or not harder factors such as location, 

sources of finance etc. have a bearing on growth, the literature reinforces the 

importance of how an SME responds strategically to its external environment as 

being key to success (Gray et al.., 2012; Kenny, 2015). Although entrepreneurial 

activities may offer temporary competitive advantage, the adoption of strategic 

perspectives are important to ensure growth and innovation is sustained (Altinay 

et al., 2016). 

 

Prospector strategies can give companies a longer-term focus and ability to 

identify new market opportunities (Miles and Snow, 1978; Conant et al., 1990). 

SMEs that can achieve adhocracy and the correct blend of leadership, 

organisational design and agile innovation practices will be better able to exploit 

market opportunities (Naranjo‐Valencia, 2011; Viki, 2019).  
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Strategies that position the SME to respond to others in knowledge sharing, 

development opportunities and product portfolios are likely to maximise 

innovation (Chesbrough, 2006; Hansen and Birkinshaw, 2007). Networking, 

social and educational opportunities that build trust can be productive (Dyer et al., 

2009; Elmuti et al., 2012) and may be preferred by female owner-managers 

(Blackburn et al., 2013). SMEs may not always be able to take advantage of 

technological developments or possess other specialist business development 

knowledge (NESTA, 2019) and, as such. openness, collaboration and learning can 

be powerful drivers for growth (Kearney and MaHattie, 2014). These activities 

could include pairing with other firms, using unconventional business models (e.g. 

utilising non-direct employees that, for all intents and purposes, can be regarded 

as staff) and participation in knowledge networks (e.g. HE, local authorities, 

professional) (Jones and McPherson, 2006; Farrelly et al., 2013; UK Gov, 2015; 

HEFCE, 2015; Lupova-Henry, 2018).  

 

The author suggests that it is important to also consider the precarious nature of 

SMEs (Dunne and Hughes, 1994), as studies have shown that owner-managers 

and their firms can face a common set of challenges as well as individual ones 

(Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 2015). These can range from financial issues, the 

adoption and use of technologies, marketing, as well as their own personal 

development and work-life issues (Rauch and Frese, 2007). IPR can also have an 

important role in economic development promoting technological change and 

added value, but it can present many challenges for SMEs (Farrelly et al., 2013; 

Sukarmijan and Sapong, 2013). 

 

The author deduced that challenges faced by owner-managers and SMEs would 

be another important area of the study since they affect actions in relation to all 

the three pillars of the sociological institutional framework and future 

recommendations (Kibler et al., 2014). This is reinforced by the fact that 

challenges from globalisation, technology and liberalisation, that have 

traditionally tended to be in the domain of large organisations, increasingly need 

to be considered in the strategic choices made by SMEs (Song Ng and Hung Kee, 

2012; OECD, 2013). 
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Regulative 

SME Landscape and Significance 

SMEs are crucial to the economy and can be a principal source of economic and 

societal growth, employment, innovation and poverty reduction (Audretsch 2002; 

Craig and Kohlbase 2006; Kolb, 2007; HoC Library, 2016). For a number of years, 

support for the small business sector has been an important national and regional 

priority (OECD, 2013). This position is recognised globally (Vidal, 1999). As a 

result, SMEs have received increased attention from governments, academic and 

policy communities (Thomas and Garnell, 2002; Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 2015)). 

More SMEs are being supported, not solely as a means of regional and national 

economic growth, but as facilitators of creative solutions to wider societal and 

technological issues (Invest Essex, 2012; Cunningham et al., 2013). 

Policy Support for SMEs and Innovation 

The UK Government reaffirmed its commitment to the sector in 2010 and through 

Innovate UK has provided funding (BIS, 2012). Part of this support has been the 

establishment of ISPs. In addition, the number of grants awarded for specific 

research projects has increased (BIS, 2014; Innovate UK, 2018). This has 

facilitated many knowledge networks in conjunction with HE providers. 

Government support continues and was reinforced in its Industrial Strategy 2017 

(UK Gov, 2017). LEPs play an important role in overseeing business development 

within regions and in relation to SMEs are an important driver in relation to policy, 

networks and direct support through growth hubs (South East LEP, 2014; Beynon 

et al., 2020). 

 

Regional ISPs have tended to focus on support for entrepreneurs in terms of access 

to grants and funding (BIS, 2011; BIS, 2014). At local levels, this commitment 

has become an important strategic priority for policymakers (LEP Network, 2020). 

Economic Development teams have been established at county and district levels 

to encourage growth within the sector. In keeping with many counties, this is 

reflected in Essex with the creation of Incubation Hubs, training, grants, access to 

KTPs and direct support (BIS, 2011; ECC 2012). Through its growth hub 
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activities, business mentorship has also been provided to predominately fledgling 

SMEs (SEEBH, 2020). The content of ISPs has tended to focus on harder issues 

such as IPR, access to funds and new markets, although this may be changing 

(BIS, 2011; Lupova-Henry, 2018). 

 

In Essex, the impact of softer areas such as leadership and cultural dynamic 

capabilities of SMEs may have received less attention (ECC, 2012). This is not 

surprising as studies have revealed that support for innovation might have been 

based on traditional notions of need and linear models of business growth (Farrelly 

et al, 2013). As a result, start-ups in Essex, and more widely, may have received a 

disproportionate amount of support (Shane, 2008). 

 

The Government’s Industrial Strategy has encouraged the establishment of 

relationships with academic partners (BIS, 2011; LEP Network, 2020). Funding 

has been made available for Knowledge Transfer arrangements with HE, 

policymakers and individual businesses or specific sectors. HE has a key role to 

play in supporting economic and evidence suggests that participation in these 

arrangements could be increased (Crespi et al., 2003; HEFCE, 2017). 

 

It can be argued that ISPs should be targeted towards firms and sectors with the 

highest growth potential (Shane, 2008) and nuanced in favour of the specific 

circumstances of each SME and, where practicable, to individual owner-managers 

and key personnel (Kibler et al., 2014; Beynon et al., 2020). Evidence suggests 

that high growth does not always occur in the high-tech sector and policymakers 

should be cautious of broad generalisations about growth potential (Todtling, 

2002; Bleda et al., 2013). 

 

Studies have attempted to identify measurable results of innovation support 

provided by government and public bodies and this has proved difficult in 

quantitative terms (Gray et al., 2012; Kolar, 2014). It has been realised that studies 

need to be undertaken over a long period of time (3 years +) or through the 

combination of different studies to better understand the impact of initiatives 

(Delmar, 2005; BIS, 2014). Studies that involve qualitative and counterfactual 
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measures can help to gain a better understanding of the impact of ISPs (BIS, 2014). 

The literature suggests that the most successful support initiatives have been grants 

for research and development, networking support (avoiding free-rider effect) and 

creating an environment that is entrepreneurial and user-friendly for SMEs 

(including tax and other regulations) Cunningham et al. (2012). The literature 

showed that policy mixes involving a combination of measures is most effective. 

Productive knowledge networks, often in conjunction with HE providers, have 

been valuable routes to product R&D (Crespi et al., 2003). 

 

Problems with innovation support can arise from policy makers not fully 

understanding the characteristics of the SME, competing priorities and statements 

of intent with no real follow-up (Kolar, 2014; Abbosh et al., 2019). 

 

Innovation 

 

Innovation is widely recognised as a key determinant to the future prosperity for 

new ventures or existing businesses (Porter, 1990; Kanter, 2006; Hamel and 

LaBarre, 2012). Innovations can be categorised as product, process, organisational 

or market (OECD, 2015). Activities can also include R&D in respect of basic, 

applied and experimental research (OECD, 2015). Disruptive innovation has also 

become an important means of achieving growth and for SMEs to create new 

market opportunities (Christensen, 2006). In business terms, innovation is not 

simply the creative or discovery steps but the ability to commercially exploit ideas 

(Manning, 2019). 

 

It is clear from the literature that innovation can be categorised into different types 

of activity (OECD, 2015). As such, the author suggests that it would be important 

to consider that SMEs may have differing knowledge and understanding of what 

innovation comprises. In order to ensure consistency of approach during the 

research, it would be important for participants to understand the terminology to 

be used. This would need to be taken account of when designing the 

methodological approaches to be used. 
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Identifying and Measuring High Growth and Innovation  

 

There is no universally accepted measurement of growth (Dobbs and Hamilton, 

2007). Evidence suggests that increases in turnover and staffing over a three-year 

period provide a useful and easily accessible basis for the identification of high 

growth firms, although traditional linear views of growth are becoming less 

relevant (Shepherd and Wiklund, 2009) Measuring innovation activity is 

problematic and no universally accepted framework exists (Grunfeld et al., 2006). 

There was evidence in the literature that the public sector should deploy methods 

involving the study of qualitative areas such as the nature of innovations, 

leadership, culture and human factors, when attempting to identify growth 

potential (BIS, 2014). 

 

For the research project and thesis, it was necessary to determine a set of 

quantitative metrics to support the identification of the SMEs to be studied. The 

work undertaken by the EU, OECD and others within the literature provides a 

basis for quantitative measures. In addition, because of the softer nature of 

innovation indicators, and from the findings in relation to evaluating performance, 

additional qualitative factors have been included. These are shown in Table 11 

below: 

Growth • Revenues/Sales 

• % increase over a 3-year period (or less, if trading for a 

lesser period) 

• Headcount 

• Increase in Full-Time Equivalent over a 3-year period (or 

less, if trading for a lesser period) 

Innovation • Product/Service 

• Process 

• Market 

• New territories and markets captured 

• Business Model 

Leadership & 

Culture 
• Encouragement for idea generation 

• Innovation reflected in objectives 

• Knowledge-sharing, openness 

IP and Patents • Original designs, technologies and processes. Patents held 

or applied for 

Staff compliment up to 250 staff (OECD, 2005) but not micro-businesses 1 – 10 (ONS, 
2016). Non-direct personnel may be included to take account of non-traditional models. 

Table 11: Selection Criteria for Research Cohort: Source: The Author. 
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As well as providing a basis for identifying the companies to participate in the 

study, it was possible to consider that the quantitative and qualitative measures 

identified could form the future basis of an audit tool. When combined with other 

characteristics (which would be drawn from the study), it may be possible for 

policy makers to use such a framework for the identification of HGFs that can be 

targeted for innovation support. In addition, it would be possible to utilise it as a 

means of planning training and development activities and themes for business 

mentoring as part of tailored ISPs. 

 

Gaps in the Literature 

 

Although many of the issues relating to SME growth and innovation have received 

scholarly attention, the author concluded that there was scope to further contribute 

to the agenda in the following areas. These will be addressed further during the 

study and answered in response to the research questions: 

 

Identifying Growth Potential and Innovation Performance 

 

As discussed, a number of commentators had attempted to address this issue and 

no universal conclusion has been reached (Dobbs and Hamilton, 2007; Grunfeld et 

al., 2012). In view of the importance of targeting ISPs appropriately (Droge and 

Calantone, 2009; Bernard et al., 2012), the author wished to increase the available 

insights and produce a workable framework that could be used by Essex 

policymakers and academic partners (which may ultimately be of benefit more 

widely). It was recognised that this may not necessarily provide a panacea for 

measurement or the determination of strategy but could be a valid basis for the 

development of an audit tool that would assist in identifying performance and 

growth potential. This could also be utilised as a way of identifying and targeting 

SME and owner-manager development needs that could be addressed through 

ISPs. 
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Targeting and Content of Innovation Support Initiatives 

 

Whilst much has been written about CSFs for SME success (Katz and Green, 2009; 

Farrelly et al., 2013), there is scope to develop the academic contribution further 

(Roomi et al., 2009), including increased understanding of leadership, cultural, 

human factors and EO that can contribute to dynamic capabilities (Felin and Foss, 

2009; Gupta et al, 2013; Jones et al., 2018). 

 

The literature also revealed that there is room for greater understanding of how to 

identify and best target policy initiatives particularly those aimed at owner-

managers and other personnel responsible for the strategic management of SMEs 

(Prowle and Lucas, 2017; Leurs, 2019). This study presented an opportunity to 

analyse these factors in successful Essex SMEs to support the development of 

innovation policies that are “smarter, more inclusive and dynamic” (NESTA, 2019, 

p.4). In addition, policy initiatives that can accommodate the 3 contexts described 

above will assist in “establishing conditions that are favourable for innovation 

rather than just providing direct, targeted intervention” (Bernard et al., 2012, p. 

204). 

 

Academic Partners and Knowledge Transfer 

 

For Essex County Council, this study and thesis presents a real opportunity to bring 

together the expertise of an HE partner and those responsible for economic 

development. The literature reaffirmed the value of such partnerships (Gertner et 

al., 2011; HEFCE, 2017), although there was some suggestion that SMEs may not 

fully understand how to maximise these opportunities (Leiponen, 2012; Mason and 

Brown, 2013). The thesis aims to be a further contribution to knowledge and 

demonstration of this value, not only within policymaker and academic 

communities, but to individual SMEs and owner-managers. The author also wishes 

to identify other areas that could form the basis for future academic study (Edler 

and Fagerberg, 2017). 
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Research Questions 

 

Based on these key findings from the literature and the conceptual framework, the 

author has drawn up the following research questions (Table 12) for the thesis. 

Research questions facilitate a basis and guidance for the study and can be 

addressed and answered in the concluding stages of the research (Bryman, 2007). 

The questions relate to the contexts identified above from the perspectives of 

SMEs/owner-managers, strategic considerations and policy/institutional support 

factors: 

 

Research Questions Research Objectives Contexts 

What are the key factors 

and characteristics of 

SMEs and their owners 

that have contributed to 

high growth and 

innovation in Essex? 

Identify a research cohort of companies and analyse 

key contributors to their growth. 

To take particular account of critical success factors 

(CSF), leadership, cultural and entrepreneurial 

orientations that may have a bearing on success. 

Cognitive 

What are the key 

challenges and strategic 

considerations and 

positioning used by 

Essex SMEs when 

responding to their 

markets, stakeholders 

and wider 

responsibilities? 

Analyse the needs and challenges faced by SMEs 

when attempting to grow through innovation. 

For the selected Essex companies, identify and analyse 

the range of ISPs or other methods of support (if any) 

that have been undertaken and their qualitative impact. 

Normative 

What are the key 

lessons for policy 

makers and those 

involved in determining 

and delivering ISP 

activities and 

frameworks in Essex? 

Identify and analyse the nature, range and impact of 

innovation support initiatives used in Essex. 

From the findings of the literature regarding ISPs 

nationally and internationally and this study, generate 

new insights that can be used to identify, target and 

support high growth in SMEs in Essex (and more 

widely). 

Institutional 

 
Table 12: Research Questions for the study, based on Literature Review and Conceptual 

Framework: Source the Author. 

 

The sociological institutional framing of the research questions will allow the 

researcher to structure the outcomes of the study to consider, not only the important 

roles of the actors and agencies involved in SME success, but also to address the 

interplay between them. In addition, the consideration of the ‘cognitive’ contexts 

should provide important insights for the business community The author 
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anticipates that the answering of the questions will provide important information 

for policymakers in Essex in designing their innovation support initiatives, as well 

as making a contribution to the body of scholarly work already undertaken. 

 

The thesis now turns to the methodology chosen to support the study. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

 

3.1 Scope and Introduction 

 

This chapter describes the methodological approaches that have been adopted to 

meet the principal aims of the study and thesis. The nature of research philosophies 

and paradigms will be also explored. The epistemological and ontological 

standpoints are discussed and, taking relevant considerations into account, the 

choice of utilising a mixed methods methodology is explained. The chapter goes 

on to explore the methods used for data collection and analysis. Other important 

issues such as ethics, protection of data and the nature of the research cohort are 

explored, together with limitations of the study. 

 

3.2 Choice of Research Topic 

 

The contribution of SMEs and innovation to economic and societal growth is well 

established and was demonstrated during the review of literature. In addition, the 

literature revealed that the characteristics of successful SMEs and owner-managers 

remains a key area of interest within the academic, policy and business 

communities. In supporting the development of factors that are conducive to 

growth, ISPs can be a crucial way for policymakers to support their economic 

growth activities. Achieving a greater understanding of CSFs to SME growth and 

how they can best be addressed and supported is an exciting and important area for 

further research which can make a valuable contribution to the existing scholarly 

interest. 

 

Whilst this thesis is an academic study of these issues in its own right, it was also 

undertaken to support Essex County Council in its aims to review and revitalise its 

measures for providing innovation and growth support to its SME community. 

Previous innovation support activities in Essex had tended to be based on historic 

practice, perceptions of need on the part of policymakers and the business 

community and initiatives driven by the UK Government. The decision to involve 

an academic partner in the future development of ISPs was taken in 2014. This 
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ambitious decision was an important step in ensuring that future ISPs would be 

guided by research and input from the academic community; involving close 

collaboration with businesses and policymakers. This built upon and strengthened 

an already close relationship between ARU and ECC. 

 

A key advantage from the author’s standpoint in undertaking a research project 

linked to ECC’s strategic aims was that, apart from contributing to existing 

scholarly work and having an opportunity to generate new theory, the conclusions 

and recommendations would potentially have a strong and quite immediate impact 

on economic strategy. It would also provide an important platform for Knowledge 

Transfer which, if successful, could further demonstrate the power of such 

relationships and how academic partners can support economic and societal 

growth. In addition, it would be possible to propose further areas for impact 

assessment or similar studies from both academic and practitioner viewpoints and 

may assist future researchers to make more informed choices in respect of their 

own methodologies and approaches when considering this subject matter. 

 

3.3 Scope of the Research and Considerations 

 

Once the initial terms of reference for the study were agreed, a conceptual 

framework and a set of research questions and objectives were drawn up that would 

underpin the thesis. These were explained in detail in Chapter Two. 

The initial desk research, and subsequent literature review, had revealed the 

following issues may need to be considered in terms of the design of the research 

strategy and methods to underpin the methodology: 

a. The SME and owner-managers as an essential future basis for economic 

development was accepted but relevant literature was under-developed. 

 

b. Obtaining data about SME growth can be problematic. 

 

c. An overarching method for measuring growth did not exist. In addition, 

past studies tended to have used different measures and methodologies for 

assessment. 
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d. Various studies had taken place suggesting that a range of factors may 

have an impact on growth. ISPs, however, may have taken more account 

of hard internal and external factors such as finance, IP, access to markets 

etc. The role of leadership, cultural and owner-manager dynamic 

capabilities and how they could be addressed in ISPs may have received 

less attention.  

 

e. ISPs may have favoured start-ups and entrepreneurs whilst larger firms 

have received less attention. The differentiating and targeting of HGFs 

may need review. 

 

f. Whilst a number of models existed, agreement on CSFs had been hard to 

establish, as was any suggestion as to whether some factors were more 

important than others. 

 

From the literature, the author deduced that ISPs can achieve desired policy, 

economic and societal outcomes if they are sensitive to a broad range of SMEs, 

including HGFs. In addition, SMEs’ support needs may require targeted initiatives 

that include the development of leadership and cultural characteristics and dynamic 

capabilities. These broader assumptions underpinned the research questions and 

therefore needed to be reflected in the chosen methodology. 

 

The author had developed clear objectives for the thesis and, to support these, it 

was felt that a ‘deductive’ stance would assist in the earlier stages of the research 

by reflecting key ideas that had been uncovered in the literature. Deductive 

theorising would allow the author to generate a number of ideas or propositions 

that could be tested with empirical verification (Babbie, 2005). 

 

As the study developed, the approach would be more ‘inductive’. An inductive 

stance involves the generation of theory or propositions arising from the study 

whilst ensuring that the research questions are answered (Gabriel, 2013). This was 

also important in terms of the development of the recommendations for innovation 

support frameworks arising from the thesis. 
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The author also considered how a phenomenological approach could be useful 

during the qualitative research stages particularly as it is typically conducted 

through in-depth interviews. Phenomenology is based on the academic disciplines 

of philosophy and psychology and has become a widely accepted method for 

describing human experiences (CIRT, 2017). The approach allows the exploration 

of the perceptions, perspectives and feelings of subjects that have experienced the 

situation of interest to the researcher. 

 

The research cohort comprised those enterprises that had experienced growth in 

revenue and/or staffing levels. The SMEs would be identified by the metrics 

identified in the literature. It was anticipated that clusters of characteristics would 

emerge that could form part of a framework to be used to shape the design of future 

support. The thesis does not claim to provide a silver bullet for success but will 

suggest the characteristics and circumstances that are likely to foster growth and 

where innovation can flourish. 

 

The gaps in the literature were discussed in Chapter Two in paragraph 2.10. The 

principal areas in this regard related to the identification of high growth potential 

and innovation capabilities or activity. In addition, whilst there is an extensive body 

of work concerning the role and development of leadership and cultural issues for 

large organisations, this issue, as it relates to SMEs and their owner-managers (and 

moreover ISPs), had not been widely addressed (or was less prominent) in scholarly 

literature. In addition, there was an absence of how these factors should be 

addressed in innovation support initiatives and programmes. These gaps were 

considered in the formation of the objectives for the research project. 

 

As the research had already involved a comprehensive review of existing literature 

relating to SME growth and innovation, issues that can influence their performance 

had been identified. This included ISPs and how they are targeted, and the 

initiatives being utilised and these factors needed to be considered in the Research 

Strategy. 
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The author was also conscious of the challenges in conducting research on a large, 

varied and ‘time-pressed’ group of participants. Participants would need to 

understand how the research could support growth and bring benefits to the SME 

community. This approach would help to gain the support from businesses and 

encourage them to participate in the study. The following aspects were, therefore, 

given particular attention during data collection: 

 

⎯ The initial part of the study was targeting a large and varied 

population. 

⎯ The process needed to be easily understood by members of the 

business community and encourage their participation. 

⎯ To be of value, the study needed to provide an opportunity to make 

enquiries of a ‘deeper’ and more ‘holistic’ nature. 

⎯ The process needed to be conducted in a way that respects privacy and 

commercial sensitivities. 

⎯ The study needed to provide meaningful and usable analysis which 

can meet the research and academic objectives and form a basis for 

future ISPs. 

 

Building a positive relationship with participants would be a key aspect of the 

process. It was, therefore, important to create an environment of trust with owner-

managers and their SMEs; particularly if there were any perceived risks to 

commercial sensitivities. As a result, much work went into the development of a 

robust and positive communication strategy with SMEs. This not only occurred 

during the physical research steps, but also when providing updates and 

presentations of outcomes through periodic events and online. The use of a Focus 

Group, discussed in paragraph 3.8, not only served as an important research tool, 

it assisted in strengthening communications with future participants. This 

arrangement helped to build trust which encouraged participation and enthusiasm 

for the study. It also assisted in uncovering meaningful insights and for the 

exploration of themes at a deeper level. 
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3.4 Epistemology, Ontology and Research Philosophy 

 

Epistemology in business research is a branch of philosophy that deals with the 

sources of knowledge. Specifically, epistemology is concerned with the 

possibilities, nature, sources and limitations of knowledge in a field of study 

(Dudovskiy, 2018). Deciding on an appropriate epistemological approach is 

important to the researcher because it will guide the research philosophy and 

provide direction on the appropriate methods of conducting the study. The building 

blocks of a field of study can be referred to as “paradigms” which can underpin the 

entire research process including data collection, analysis and interpretation 

(Mertens, 2015, p.7). The consideration and decisions relating to a choice of 

epistemology will have a bearing on subsequent stages of the research. 

 

Epistemological approaches can take a number of forms, including historical 

perspective and empiricism. The main distinction, however, is between positive 

and constructivist paradigms or stances. The positive stance assumes that scientific 

methods, usually quantitative, can provide the best way of researching social 

phenomena whereas a constructivist stance lends itself to qualitative means of 

study (Bryman and Bell, 2012). Some scholars, therefore, advocate a research 

strategy that is based solely on one of the two paradigms and it is true to say that 

many studies can fall broadly within one of these two. At the same time, however, 

there is a need for researchers to sometimes modify philosophical assumptions and 

utilise both (Collins and Hussey, 2014). Table 13 below considers the various 

epistemologies and suggests popular research philosophies in the study of business; 

integrating those different perspectives: 

 

Epistemology: the researcher’s view in what 

constitutes acceptable knowledge 

Research Philosophy 

Both observable phenomena and subjective 

meanings can be used to answer the researcher’s 

question. 

Pragmatism 

Only observable phenomena can provide credible 

data, facts. 

Focus on reducing phenomena to simplest elements 

Positivism 

Observable phenomena provide credible data, 

facts. Insufficient data means inaccuracies in 

sensations (direct realism). 

Focus on explaining within a context or contexts. 

Realism 
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Subjective meanings and social phenomena. 

Focus upon the details of situation, 

subjective meanings, motivating actions 

Interpretivism 

 

Table 13: Epistemology of Popular Business Research Philosophies. Adapted table from 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, A. (2012). 

 

 

In conducting a study of a wide variety of issues affecting SMEs and how to 

achieve the desired acceptable knowledge of them, the author concluded that the 

research questions could be best answered through both observable phenomena and 

the interpretation of subjective meanings and integrating different perspectives 

(Dudovskiy, 2018). 

 

It is also the case that research epistemology, which will include methods and 

design, can be influenced by the ontological perspectives on the subject taken by 

the researcher (De Kock, 2015). Ontology is a different way of viewing the research 

philosophy and, in business research, it is defined as the science or study of being 

(Blaklie, 2010). It is concerned with the central question as to whether social 

entities need to be perceived as objective or subjective. For the researcher, this 

means they need to consider their own perspectives on the subject matter by 

examining their notions and understanding about its reality and how it was 

constructed or formulated (De Kock, 2015). By clarifying the researcher’s 

ontological standpoint, the basis for taking decisions about methods of empirical 

investigation can be strengthened Knorr-Cetina (1999). Table 14 below shows the 

ontology of the four main research philosophies: 

 

Ontology: the researcher’s view of the nature of 

reality or being 

Research Philosophy 

External, multiple, view chosen to best enable 

answering of research question. 

Pragmatism 

External, objective and independent of social 

actors. 
Positivism 

Is objective. Exists independently of human 

thoughts and beliefs or knowledge of their 

existence (realist) but is interpreted through social 

conditioning (critical realist). 

Realism 

Socially constructed, subjective, may change, 

multiple. 
Interpretivism 

 

Table 14: Ontology of Research Philosophies. Adapted from Dudovsky (2018. p. 40). 
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In considering the appropriate ontological paradigm, the author considered prior 

knowledge of the subject matter, gained over a number of years as researcher and 

practitioner in the business studies arena. The author was able to draw on many 

years’ experience in working within the public and private sectors to have a high 

level of confidence in the understanding of the organisation, structures and ‘reality’ 

of the sector to be studied. With this in mind, from an ontological perspective, the 

author was more concerned with what Cresswell (2003) described as the “what” 

and “now”, i.e. placing the research problem as foremost (Cresswell, 2003, p.11).  

This suggested that the ontological stance of pragmatism would allow for a choice 

of analysis methods that best addressed the answering of the research questions. 

 

By examining the ontological and epistemological standpoints, a researcher is able 

to determine the overall research philosophy (De Kock, 2015). In Business Studies, 

there are generally four accepted research philosophies comprising Positivism, 

Pragmatism, Realism and Interpretivism. The following definitions and features of 

these approaches are adapted from Saunders et al. (2012) and shown below in 

Table 15: 

 

 Stance or Paradigm Data Collection 

Positivism Value-free, researcher is independent 

and maintains an objective stance. 

 

Highly structured, large 

samples, usually quantitative. 

Realism Value-laden, researcher biased by 

world view, cultural and upbringing. 

 

Methods chosen to fit subjects 

– quantitative or qualitative. 

Interpretivism Research is value bound. The 

researcher is part of what is being 

researched and will be subjective. 

Small sample size, in-depth 

investigations, usually 

qualitative. 

Pragmatism Values play a part in interpreting 

results. Researcher adopts both 

objective and subjective standpoints 

Mixed or multiple methods 

design. Both quantitative and 

qualitative. 

 

Table 15: Key Research Philosophies: Adapted from Saunders et al. (2012). 

 

 

In considering the various stances, it was observed that those of interpretivist and 

positivist may place a heavy reliance on quantitative data and a realist stance may 

have an over-reliance on the subjectivity or background of the researcher. The fact 

that a ‘pragmatic’ approach is often judged by its adequacy to be functional and 

contribute to problem solving was of particular interest to the author (Creswell, 
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2009). The author also considered carefully a further definition of pragmatism 

which Teddlie and Tashakori (2009) define as: 

 

“a deconstructive paradigm that debunks concepts such as ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ and 

focuses on ‘what works’ as the truth regarding the research questions under 

investigation. Pragmatism advocates the use of mixed methods in research and 

acknowledges that the values of the researcher plays a large role in the 

interpretation of the results” (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009, pp. 7-8). 

 

Pragmatism also acknowledges that, in reality, the strict separation of objectivism 

and subjectivism is artificial. This combined stance would help the author 

understand the nature of SMEs, the environment in which they operate and the 

cultural specifics and dynamics that would be essential in addressing the research 

questions. Bearing in mind the aforementioned epistemological and ontological 

stances, the author concluded that a pragmatist approach would provide the greatest 

insight into the behaviours and perceptions of the owner-managers and senior staff 

of SMEs and the ‘reality of their worlds’.  

 

It was also acknowledged that by adopting a pragmatic paradigm, the researcher’s 

values and standpoint can play a part in interpreting results; taking account of a 

pragmatist ontological position based on prior knowledge of the “reality” of the 

subject matter (Bryman and Bell, 2012). The author also had sufficient background 

knowledge that could enable both objective and subjective standpoints to be 

utilised. Taking these considerations into account, the author was satisfied that a 

‘pragmatist’ approach would be the preferred method to develop the methodology 

and fulfil the aims of the research strategy. 

 

3.5 Research Strategy 

 

In adopting a pragmatic approach to meet the overall aims of the study, and taking 

into account the considerations identified above, a ‘mixed methods’ approach was 

chosen. Bryman (2004) indicated that mixed methods, which may even include 

observation, allows the researcher to examine issues from a variety of viewpoints. 
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The use of mixed methods has grown substantially over the past two decades. 

Hurmerinta et al. (2006) looked at the value of mixed methods in the field of 

business by reviewing studies published in the field. They found mixed methods 

added value by increasing validity in the findings, informing the collection of the 

second data source, and assisting with knowledge creation (McKim, 2017). Table 

16 below shows the choice of research methods based on preferred stances or 

philosophies: 

 

Philosophy Pragmatism Positivism Realism Interpretivism 

Popular 

Research 

Methods 

Mixed or multiple 

methods. 

Highly 

structured. Large 

samples. 

Measures 

chosen to fit 

subject. 

Small samples 

and in-depth 

interviews. 

 

Table 16: Research Philosophies and Data Collection: Adapted from Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill (2012). 

 

 

Davis et al. (2010) suggested that mixed methods research can produce results that 

are more compelling and robust than individual methods. The following Table 17 

examines in more detail the rationales for using such an approach: 

 

Author Rationales for Mixed Methods Research 

Jick (1979) Encourages creativity in 

data collection 

techniques and 

increases confidence 

over results 

Opportunity to collect 

“thick/rich” data and 

potential to uncover 

contradictions 

Facilitates the 

integration of theories 

and may aid in the 

evaluation of 

competing theories 

Sieber 

(1973) 

Quantitative data may 

serve as input for 

sample selection for 

qualitative   research 

Qualitative data may 

facilitate the interpretation, 

clarification and validation 

of quantitative results 

 

Rossman & 

Wilson (1985) 

Confirmation and 

corroboration of results 

from different 

methodological 

enquiries 

Data ‘enrichment’ May initiate 

new modes of 

thinking 
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Table 17: Possible rationales for conducting mixed methods research 

Source: adapted from Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner (2007, pp.115 -117). 

 

 

The researcher recognised that mixed methods (particularly those involving 

interviews) could potentially provide a vast amount of data that could be 

problematic to analyse. For example, in relation to interviews as a method, Bryman 

and Bell (2007) suggested that, although qualitative interviews by their nature can 

be unstructured, it is important to create a “certain amount of order on the topic 

areas” (Bryman and Bell, p. 97. 2007). This would help the process of analysis and, 

moreover, the researcher saw that understanding the issues at a deeper level was 

worth the effort and may assist in meeting the research objectives more fully. 

 

Kvale (1996) has discussed the importance of skills in interviewing to make the 

process successful. In this respect, the researcher had had many years of experience 

in business and Human Resources and felt confident to manage a qualitative 

interview process. The literature had also revealed that studies conducted 

Greene at al. 

(1989) 

Triangulation (i.e. 

seeking 

convergence and 

corroboration of 

results from 

different methods 

studying the same 

phenomenon) 

Complementarily (i.e. 

seeking elaboration, 

enhancement, illustration, 

clarification of the results 

from one method with 

results from the other 

method) 

Development (i.e. using 

the results from one 

method to help inform 

the other method) 

Greene at al. 

(1989) 

cont. 

Initiation (i.e. 

discovering 

paradoxes and 

contradictions that 

lead  to  a reframing 

of the research 

question) 

Expansion (i.e. seeking to 

expand the breadth and 

range of inquiry by using 

different methods for 

different inquiry 

components) 

 

Sechrest & 

Sidana (1995) 

Verification of 

results and basis for 

error estimation 

Facilitation of data 

collection and 

monitoring 

Probing a data set to 

determine its meaning 

Dzurec & 

Abraham 

(1993) 

Mastery of the world; 

understanding 

through re-

composition 

Pursuit of complexity 

reduction to enhance 

understanding 

Pursuit of 

innovation 

meaningfulness 

and truthfulness 

Collins et al., 

(2006) 

Participant enrichment 

(optimising research 

samples) 

Instrument fidelity/ 

appropriateness/ 

performance 

Treatment, integrity 

(i.e. intervention) 

fidelity) and 

significance 

enhancement 
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previously may not have provided the opportunity to explore deeply the 

experiences, feelings and perceptions of those involved in running small 

businesses. The methodology for this thesis would need to provide a basis for doing 

this to add real value to the study. 

 

Taking account of these mixed methods strategic considerations, the search 

strategy would be multifaceted and include a focus group, survey and interviews. 

In order to gain valuable insights into the issues affecting owner-managers and 

individual SMEs, the qualitative methods would be of primary importance. The 

quantitative components would predominantly focus on trends that would 

illuminate a wider perspective and support themes to be further explored during the 

qualitative stages. Figure 5 shows the search strategy chosen and the various stages 

together with the order in which methods would be applied. The details and defence 

of the chosen approaches are discussed later in the chapter. 

 

Figure 5: The Search Strategy and Methods: Source: The Author. 

 

The study would be focused on firms operating within the Essex County Council 

Region with a view to presenting data in the form of qualitative case studies 

(Easton, 1998; Yin, 2003). This strategy was to ensure that, whilst indicators 

needed to make sense to the business community, the inherent complexities of 
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measuring growth and innovation were considered. This would help to identify 

whether there were any other more nuanced factors that contributed to 

improvements in business performance. The number of companies used during the 

interview phases needed to be realistic to provide reliable data (Eisenhardt, 1989) 

and, in this respect, it was important to involve a range of SMEs of different sizes 

and stages of growth, operating in different sectors.  

 

The study attempted to use a multiple case design (Flick, 2003) and the units of 

analysis, i.e. staff numbers, turnover and whether innovation was present, focused 

on successful SMEs operating within the region. Primary data was collected using 

in-depth semi-structured interviews and the initial business survey. 

 

As part of the data collection process, the use of companies’ performance reports 

(financial and other) would be important to enable the gathering of information that 

related to the management framework, existing strategic objectives and whether 

they had been influenced by innovation support activities. Interviewees would 

consist of agreed individuals from each of the selected companies. This would be 

an essential step in that it would enable the evaluation of the reliability of data 

collected in the earlier stages of the study. 

 

Throughout the study, both the quantitative and qualitative methods were used to 

complement each other. The quantitative data generated an agenda for qualitative 

discourse. This helped to enrich the quantitative data, producing a more holistic 

perspective (Nisbet and Watt, 1984). In the early stages, the deductive stance was 

used to elicit trends and information from a large body of data. In the later stages, 

the approach became inductive when the earlier research methods had established 

a basis for propositions that could be tested through the individual interviews. This 

would enable theory generation and the answering of the research questions. 

 

3.6  The Survey Sample and Participants  

 

In relation to sample size, Dudovskiy (2018, p. 173) observed that it depends on 

the nature of the research problem and the “importance of sample size is greater in 
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quantitative studies compared to qualitative studies”. Bryman and Bell (2015, 

p.160) suggested that for “quantitative studies, sample size tends to be large and 

smaller for qualitative research”. 

 

A pragmatist stance tends to lend itself to smaller sample groups to accommodate 

the potential use of a mixed methods research strategy (Saunders et al., 2012). As 

the study developed, it was possible to incorporate a phenomenological approach 

which would allow the researcher to understand the meaning of what has been 

observed and develop ideas. This approach, unlike the positivist or interpretivist 

stances, also called for smaller and manageable sample sizes (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2012). That being said, it was obviously important to determine a sample 

size that could give insightful and representative data whilst, recognising the need 

to make the process manageable. 

 

The survey stage of the research was designed to examine the performance of 

SMEs that were engaged in innovation and had seen growth as a result. Whilst the 

literature had not been able to identify a definitive time period in which growth 

could be determined or measured, the author knew that it was important to establish 

a timeframe which would be long enough for companies to achieve this. Based on 

the OECD recommendations, a decision was taken to target SMEs that had seen 

growth consistently over a three-year period (OECD, 2002). In special 

circumstances where substantial growth had occurred, a lesser period could be 

considered as it was important not to rule out insights and factors that could be 

gained that could address the research questions. 

 

The issue of growth metrics was also covered during the Literature Review and, 

although there was no conclusive agreement on measuring performance and 

success, using increases in turnover and staffing was considered to have a useful 

application. The author, therefore, included these measures in order to arrive at a 

survey sample. As mentioned above, it was noted that some companies had seen 

significant growth in a shorter period and, where appropriate, discretion was 

afforded to include such SMEs in the review since it was growth that was 
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considered important to the thesis as opposed to when the company was formed; 

although it was understood that company lifespan may be a factor in growth. 

 

There were a large number of companies that had experienced growth, although 

the reliability of the data could not be guaranteed. Following the ‘cleaning’ of data, 

the number of growing SMEs was estimated at approximately 5000. It was also not 

possible at that stage to determine evidence of innovation from raw data. Precise 

data about growth and innovation would only become available once the researcher 

had begun to engage with companies. No particular sector was targeted and, in 

using these criteria, it was possible to ensure that sampling was quota in nature, as 

opposed to random sampling. Quota sampling involves determining a sample that 

is representative of the target population (Bryman and Bell, 2012). The advantages 

of this method are that it can reduce wasted effort and it can provide more 

meaningful data. A random method involves the compiling of participants without 

using any specific (or minimal) criteria (Dudovskiy, 2018). 

 

In the light of the above, it was agreed that the initial survey (to provide valid and 

meaningful data) would include 200 firms to identify trends in relation to the 

themes identified within the literature (Smith, 2010). In addition, data from this 

survey enabled the selection of the final research cohort, i.e. the interview 

participants. 

  

To be included in the survey, all SMEs needed to have a staffing complement of 

between 11 and 250. As discussed previously in the literature, this was chosen to 

ensure that very small (or micro) businesses were excluded. This choice was not to 

suggest that very small companies or entrepreneurs were not important to the 

economy or local policymakers but in recognition that the focus of the thesis was 

on growth and innovation which would be associated with larger SMEs. 

 

The author was aware from the desk research that many SMEs were utilising newer 

non-traditional organisational arrangements and, as such, use of partners or 

networks would be taken into consideration in terms of staffing complement. 

Anecdotally, it is perceived that innovation tends to be the domain of technology 
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companies and, in order not to bias the results in favour of certain sectors, the 

author was keen to ensure that a wide range of SMEs were considered; spanning 

all sectors and products and services. 

 

To be considered for inclusion in the initial business survey, firms had to have 

demonstrated growth and innovation and the detail of these factors was collected 

at the initial ‘expression of interest’ stage. Sandelowski (1995) suggested that 

sample sizes should not be too large to permit the deep analysis that is the raison-

d’etre of qualitative enquiry. For this reason, from the analysis of the full business 

survey, 50 SMEs would be chosen to participate in the semi-structured interview 

process. 

 

Bearing in mind that the survey would be used for both quantitative data and a 

precursor to the main qualitative stages of research, Holten and Burnett (1997) 

noted that the real advantage of qualitative methods is their ability to use smaller 

groups to make inferences about larger groups that would be prohibitively 

expensive to study. Guest et al. (2006) suggested the number of twelve as a 

minimum sample size in qualitative research. Even though there may be risks of 

‘data saturation’ (discussed later in this chapter), the author opted for a larger 

sample size in order to conduct meaningful thematic analysis. Based on the 

resources and constraints available, whilst enabling the identification of a 

meaningful sample size, the author (in discussion with ECC and the PhD 

supervisory team) concluded that a study population size of 200 (reducing to 50 for 

the interviews), and coupled with the use of a focus group, would provide reliable 

and valid data for the analysis. This number also met with the strategic 

requirements of ECC who wanted the research to act as an additional means of 

engaging with their SME community. 

 

The focus group was also used as a way of validating the proposed survey 

questionnaire. A draft questionnaire was discussed at length with participants who 

showed a real interest in the areas to be included. Any relevant comments were 

incorporated in developing the final tool. The process had an added advantage of 

assisting in creating enthusiasm and support for the forthcoming research. This 
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would prove to be invaluable when the author embarked on the subsequent field 

work and interview process, e.g. gaining commitment for appointments and site 

visits was not problematic. Ethical considerations could also be discussed with 

participants, including the protection of confidential data. This is discussed more 

fully later in this chapter. 

 

3.7  Data Collection, Survey and Public Call 

 

Data collection is a process of collecting information from all the relevant sources 

to find answers to a research problem and evaluate the outcomes (Dudovskiy, 

2018). The initial objective of data gathering was to identify SMEs in the Essex 

region that had experienced growth and, where possible, had achieved growth 

through innovation. 

 

Obtaining the required data in the correct format presented some difficulties. There 

were several potential sources of information such as Companies House or the 

Office of National Statistics (ONS) but these organisations had some difficulty in 

providing specific data sets that would enable the researcher to focus on the target 

companies. 

 

Although statistics help to turn quantitative data into useful information (Statistical 

Services Centre, University of Reading, 2006), Companies House had strict rules 

about disclosing data on financial performance and ONS tended to provide data on 

a macro level which was difficult to clearly establish a true account of size and 

sectors. This was because much of the data had relied on the accuracy of the 

companies’ completed source returns that had been included on the database. Apart 

from the inherent difficulties in obtaining source data, the researcher needed to 

identify a ‘sample’ from a larger cohort as, through accurate sampling of a subset 

of the population, it is possible to infer or generalise and coalesce around certain 

themes (Bryman and Bell, 2012). 

 

In total, 5000 Essex SMEs were identified using a variety of means, including the 

Interdepartmental Business Register, ECC’s own economic development networks 
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and ARU library business databases. The data was ‘cleaned’, i.e. the author wanted 

to ensure that the companies targeted were within the appropriate population. Some 

data fields were missing as a result of incomplete information that had been 

submitted to Companies House on the part of business owners. Once the data had 

been cleaned, a link to an online survey was sent by e-mail and applicants could 

then apply via a brief registration form on the website created for the management 

and participation in the study. Following the registration of the first 200 SMEs that 

largely met the criteria to be included, the survey stage of the project was launched 

whereby each registered SME was invited to complete the full online questionnaire 

survey. 

 

In order to ensure that the data collection exercise could reach a wide audience of 

owner-managers and the business community, a dedicated website was introduced 

(see http://www.anglia.ac.uk/business-employers/innovation-50) which contained 

a portal to a questionnaire survey. The design of the questionnaire was central to 

the methodology. Curran and Blackburn (2001) suggested that data obtained from 

a quantitative study can provide an important snapshot of a firm’s activities and 

how it might change over time. They also suggest that such data can support useful 

benchmarking studies. It was therefore vital that the fields addressed could help to 

address the research questions. In addition, to ensure it was useful, it would need 

to have the widest possible ‘reach’ to avoid a bias towards one sector or type of 

company. 

 

The survey was created on the Survey Monkey software platform that could 

provide subsequent reporting on the data collected. The design of the survey also 

reflected a multiple-choice format which would be easier for time-pressed SMEs 

to complete (McDonald, 2007). When properly crafted, the multiple-choice format 

is adaptable to all types of subject matter and its analysis (or scoring) can be 

efficient (McDonald, 2007). In addition, it provides a basis for analysis of 

quantitative data. 

 

The data fields which, were informed by the review of the literature and subsequent 

testing within a focus group, were as follows: 

http://www.anglia.ac.uk/business-employers/innovation-50
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⎯ Location and age of company. 

⎯ Core services and sectors. 

⎯ Intellectual property – type and ability to commercialise. 

⎯ Staffing – position, trends, challenges and strategy. 

⎯ Staff development including apprenticeships. 

⎯ Financial position. 

⎯ Innovation activity and its strategic importance. 

⎯ Productivity – current position and plans. 

⎯ Marketing strategy, e.g. intention to enter new markets. 

⎯ Support from Government Agencies. 

⎯ Support needs and challenges. 

⎯ Leadership – style, characteristics, strategies. 

 

The analysis of these fields would not only provide a valuable source of trends 

concerning a larger cohort but would also be used to determine a smaller number 

of SMEs that would take part in the interview exercise. The full Business Survey 

Questionnaire instrument is shown at Appendix A. The 50 firms that would 

participate in the interview process were chosen by using the criteria drawn from 

(and described) in the Literature Review. This comprised a mixture of performance 

data relating to turnover and staffing, together with qualitative factors such as 

innovation, leadership and strategy (table 9, Chapter 2). 

 

3.8 The Use of a Focus Group 

 

In summary, a focus group discussion is an organised discussion between six to 

eight people (Dudovskiy, 2018). Focus group discussions provide participants with 

a space to discuss a particular topic, in a context where people are allowed to agree 

or disagree with each other. The focus group method is a form of group interview 

in which there are several participants including a moderator or facilitator (Bryman 
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and Bell, 2012). Questioning is often limited to a fairly tightly defined topic and 

the accent is upon the interaction in the group. Interviewees are normally selected 

because of their knowledge and involvement in the topic (Merton, Fiske and 

Kendall, 1956). 

 

In management and business, the early use of the focus group technique is seen as 

a way of helping individuals to define problems and work together to identify 

potential solutions (Hutt 1979). In a normal interview setting, the interviewee is 

rarely challenged, whereas in a focus group, their views can be discussed and 

ultimately modified. The dynamics of the group setting can lead individuals to 

define business problems in innovative ways and to stimulate creative ideas. In 

addition, focus groups have gained popularity because of their collective approach. 

For a researcher, the focus group can provide a more realistic account of what 

people think. In addition, the researcher has the benefit of seeing how the 

individuals collectively arrive at a construct (Bryman and Bell, 2017). This is 

particularly important in qualitative research.  

 

The SME Focus Group was, therefore, held during December 2015 involving eight 

SME representatives chosen at random, together with ECC and university 

representatives. The Group had the following aims: 

 

⎯ to inform and engage members of the business community in the 

research project; 

⎯ to discuss the aims and research methodology and canvass views 

on their appropriateness; 

⎯ to discuss survey questionnaire and semi-structured interview 

arrangements; 

⎯ to consider and test any early themes or observations arising from 

an initial review of the literature; 

⎯ to reassure participants about issues such as confidentiality of data 

and how it will be stored. 
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In addition, the group proved very useful in determining public relations and ethical 

considerations. Success of the project would not only depend on robust research 

design but also winning the ‘hearts and minds’ of potential and actual participants. 

The full outcomes of the SME Focus Group will be discussed later in the thesis 

during the analysis of findings. 

 

3.9  The Interview Process 

 

Kvale (1994) suggested that the qualitative research interview seeks to describe 

and discover central themes in the ‘life world’ of the subjects. During the Focus 

Group, a feeling was aired on the part of SME owners that the researcher should 

‘get to know the real story behind each company’. Interviews would provide the 

opportunity to do this and, further, to understand the meaning and context of what 

interviewees say (Kvale, 1996). Semi-structured interviews are conducted with a 

fairly open framework which allows focused, conversational, two-way 

communication (Bryman and Bell, 2017). In 2018, Keller stated that “the 

interviewer follows a guideline but is able to follow topical trajectories in the 

conversation that may stray from the guide when it seems appropriate” (Keller, p. 

1, 2018). The process offers some flexibility for the researcher who can develop 

topics with the participant. Keller (2018) also advised that “a good semi-structured 

interview requires planning which includes: identifying respondents, deciding on 

the number of interviews and preparing the interviews” (Keller, p. 1, 2018). Van 

Teijlingen (2014) also confirmed that semi-structured interviews provide an 

opportunity for every participant to be asked the same questions but there is 

flexibility in how they are asked and followed up. This allows the researcher to 

probe and explore views. They are well suited for uncovering values, beliefs and 

more nuanced factors. 

 

In order to undertake the qualitative data collection part of the study, face-to face 

interviews were chosen as the primary means. Each interview took place at the 

premises of the company (or an agreed venue) and typically lasted approximately 

45 minutes. More detailed information about the interview participants; including 
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sector, innovation type, number of staff and year of creation, is shown as follows 

in Table 18: 

Company 

Name  

Product or Service Innovation Type Date 

Formed 

Employees 

Acketts Group 

Ltd 

Security Systems and 

Management 

Market 1992 18 + partners 

Advante Transport, Site and Plant 

Services  

Product 1963 50  

Atlas Computer 

Systems 

Software Development Market/Product 2007 76 

Birkett Long 

LLP 

Solicitors and Legal Marketing 1821 180 

Blackman and 

White Ltd 

Cutting Machines and 

Composites 

Product 1865 25 

Brynleigh 

Technology Ltd 

  

Electronics and Circuit 

Boards 

Process 1994 24 

Camfaud 

Concrete Pumps 

Ltd 

Suppliers of Concrete 

Pumps 

Process 1985 105 

Carbon 

Numbers 

Engineering Carbon 

Reduction 

Business Processes 2013 13 

City & Country Bespoke Property 

Development 

Process 1962 166 

Colchester Zoo Zoological Gardens Service 1963 145 + 

seasonal 

Corporate 

Battlefields Ltd 

Corporate Development Product/Service 2006 23 

Coryton 

Advanced Fuels 

Bespoke Fuel Blending Process 2010 40 

CWind Offshore Wind Services Product 2010 100 

Dementia 

Adventure 

Charity for Events and 

Activities 

Service 2009 55 

Df2020 Ltd Chatbot Technologies Product 2014 2 + network 

Disarmco Munitions Disposal Product/Service 2011 9 + network 

Dura 

Composites Ltd 

Fibre Glass Composites Product 1996 55 

eMoov Online Estate Agency Product 2008 72 

Estuary 

Logistics 

Freight Management Marketing 2011 35 

EuroGroup Ltd Seating and Upholstery Market/Product 2009 40 

Excalibur 

Screwbolts Ltd 

Manufacturer of Screw 

Fittings 

Product 1989 6 + network 

George 

Thompson Ltd 

Sustainable Fruit 

Farming 

Process 1948 60 

Glasswall 

Solutions 

Limited 

Cyberthreat Technology Product 2005 25 

Green Air Cars Transportation and 

Software 

Product 2011 20 
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ITA-Instruments 

Ltd. 

Laboratory Equipment 

Design 

Product 2014 4 + network 

IX Cameras High Speed Photo 

Technologies 

Product 2014 20 + network 

Kite Power 

Solutions Ltd 

Composites and Energy 

Solutions 

Process 2011 11 

M G Electric 

(Colchester) Ltd 

Electro Mechanical 

Products 

Market/Product 1978 20 

Monkey Tower Scaffolding Solutions Product 2005 3 + network 

Poulton, Selfe 

and Lee Ltd 

Electronic and Glass 

Instruments 

  

Process 1997 40 

Printech Circuit 

Labs 

Electronics and Circuit 

Boards 

Product 1980 32 

SeeClear Mirror Cleaning 

Solutions 

Product 2013 6 + network 

Shark Infested 

Custard Ltd 

Gaming Software and 

Apps 

Process/Business 

Model 

2013 4 + network 

Skilful.co Training Software 

Solutions 

Product 2015 4 + network 

SKN-RG 

Performance 

Skincare 

Organic Beauty Products Market 2011 4 + network 

Soteria Ltd Personal Security 

Software 

Product 2014 4 + network 

Synthetix Ltd Software Development Service/Product 2001 12 

Technevate Ltd Sports and Healthcare 

Products 

Product 2015 10 

Tevva Motors Electric Vehicle 

Technology 

Product 2013 10 

The 

Accumulator 

Fitness Programmes Market/Product 2014 2 + network 

The Cheeky 

Panda 

Bamboo Tissue Products Product/Marketing 2016 6 + network 

The English 

Cream Tea 

Company 

Packaged Cream Tea 

Hampers 

Market/Product 2011 4 + network 

The Lampshade 

Company 

Bespoke Lampshades Product 2011 9 + network 

The Point.1888 Brand Management Business Model 2015 12 

Ultimotive Supplier of Automotive 

Parts 

Product 2004 12 + network 

Vertical 

Systems 

Travel and Back Office 

Systems 

Product 1981 45 

WCM Automotive Parts 

Production 

Process 1950 95 

WeAreTheCity Opportunities for 

Women 

Market/Product 2008 6 + network 

Windsor 

Integrated 

Services 

Waste Management 

Services 

Market 2006 30 
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Wishbone 

Publishing Ltd 

Fine Art Publishing Service/Process 2013 12 + network 

 

Table 18: Summary of Research Companies (i.e. those involved in interview process) Name: 

Products, Innovation Type, Formation Date, No. of Employees. Source: The Author. N.B. 

Staffing complement includes those associated with the enterprise as well as direct 

employees. 

 

This research strategy was chosen to provide responses to a key range of areas but 

also to give scope for exploration of issues in greater depth when required. The 

researcher believed that the sharing of personal experiences, successes and 

challenges would add considerable value to the study and the areas that were 

considered were as follows: 

 

⎯ Key achievements and reasons for successful strategies; 

⎯ Innovation or growth challenges faced; 

⎯ Leadership and management; 

⎯ Culture and structure (including partnering and networking); 

⎯ Impact of support received and support that would be beneficial 

(including KTPs). 

 

The author prepared a full schedule of the areas in question that could form the 

basis of the interview research instrument; together with prompts to stimulate 

discussion and exploration. This research instrument took account of the issues 

explored during the review of the literature and comprised the following: 

 

Clarification of points made on original business survey: background, date of 

formation, purpose and format of interview. 

1. What does business owner consider to be the main achievements (particularly 

over the past three years)? 

e.g. sales, growth, design, market 

2. What are the company’s key aims for the next three years? 

e.g. product development, productivity, entering new markets. 
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3. What are the challenges the company has faced and how have they dealt with 

them? e.g. funding, innovation, human resources 

4. Has the company received any support through ISPs or other support 

measures? 

e.g. direct grants, accommodation, mentoring, training support, signposting. 

If so, what were the outcomes and what aspects did they find most helpful? 

5. What challenges and support needs does the company now face, particularly 

in relation to innovation? 

e.g. finance, innovation, human resources, structural, environment. 

6. Has the company been involved in KTPs. 

Explore university partnering and whether this could be of benefit. 

7. How would the business owner describe the culture and leadership style? 

Prompt discussion by clarification of culture and various leadership styles. Which 

one(s) do they identify with? What is the impact on the business? 

8. What innovation activities exist? 

Explore product development, taking products to market, IPR. 

9. How is innovation managed within the company? 

Priorities, organisational arrangements, responsibilities etc. 

10. Does the business owner participate in networks? 

If so, which ones? What are the benefits? 

 

The interviews took place on site and often involved a guided tour of each business. 

The researcher ensured that participants understood that their views could directly 

affect future innovation support in the region. Business owners also often 

welcomed the opportunity to showcase their achievements. In agreement with the 

interviewees, a recording of each discussion was made. This was on the 

understanding that the content of the discussion would remain confidential. This 



 

114 

 

issue is explored in a later section relating to ethical considerations. Notes of each 

meeting were subsequently produced in preparation for the analysis stage. Again, 

it was agreed with participants that interview notes would not be made public. It 

was noted later that many interviews were very candid, and the author concluded 

that this would not have been the case were it not for these assurances. 

 

The author was also mindful that the researcher’s role is crucial in data collection 

and interpretation (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009), even more when conducting 

interviews, as there are multiple risks of influencing the respondent e.g. with 

attitude, behaviour and nature of questions posed (Easterby et al., 1991). Bryman 

(2012) proposed techniques to mitigate the researcher’s impact and these are shown 

in Table 19 below:  

 

 

Active Listening, i.e. paying close attention to what is or is not being said. 

 

Probing Questions, e.g. Could you say more about that? 

Specifying Questions, e.g. What did you do then? 

Direct Questions, e.g. Would you consider going back? 

Indirect Questions, e.g. What do your peers think about that? 

Structuring Questions, e.g. I would like to now move on to a different topic. 

Silence, i.e. allowing pauses to give an opportunity for reflection. 

 
Table 19: Interview Techniques. Adapted from Bryman (2012, p. 478). 

 

In addition, to minimise the possibility of bias, it was agreed that one interviewer 

would be responsible for all interviews. The author had spent many years working 

in this field and was professionally qualified in Human Resource Management 

(HRM) possessing Chartered Institute of Personnel qualifications and a master’s 

degree in HRM (MSc) and, as a result, had gained much experience in conducting 

interviews and was able to bring this to bear during the process. The full survey 

questionnaire is shown in Appendix A, but below, for ease of reference, the author 

has produced an interview topic guide, based on the review of literature, shown as 

Table 20: 
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 Topic Area Comments 

Basic company data Validation of size, sector age 

Patents and trademarks Commercialised or progress 

Location/Infrastructure Impact of 

Human Resources Number, expansion, issues 

Training and development Apprenticeships, skills, issues 

Financial Sources, revenue 

Productivity Issues, plans 

Outlook and strategy Entering new markets/products 

Innovation Types, organisation 

Support received ISP, UKGOV, other 

Networks ECC, professional, other 

Critical success factors Leadership, organisation, culture 

 
Table 20: Topic areas for semi-structured interviews. 

Source: The Author. 

 

 

The topic guide, outline questions and prompts for interviewer (shown above) all 

contributed to the assertion that the process must be well planned (Keller, 2018). 

The planning process ensured that, while flexibility could be built in, each 

interview would cover the same topics. This was essential to ensure the reliability 

of data, particularly as it would later be used in thematic analysis. On later 

reflection, the author had met with many challenges during the interview stage. 

These included logistical issues, time spent interviewing a large number of 

participants and analysing a large amount of data. It underlined Keller’s (2018) 

view that thoughtful planning is essential; identifying target group, a good 

interview structure and allowing time for analysis. 
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3.10  Data Analysis 

 

The analysis stages were crucial in order to be able to meet the research objectives 

and determine recommendations that could have a positive bearing on the future 

direction of ISPs for ECC and more widely (Dudovskiy, 2018). 

 

Methods needed to include the analysis of a large amount of data that had been 

gained in the following ways: 

 

⎯ Literature Review – SME themes, trends, ISPs and their content, issues that 

impact ISPs and their effectiveness. Government interventions. Critical 

success factors and high growth potential. 

⎯ Qualitative data from the Focus Group discussions – Themes, guiding 

principles, current innovation support, challenges, successes. Views on 

undertaking a meaningful study as part of this thesis. 

⎯ Quantitative Data from the Business Survey involving 200 SMEs – 

Although a limited amount of data would be collected (the study 

predominantly being qualitative in nature), it was hoped it would highlight 

themes and trends relating to critical success factors and challenges faced 

by SMEs that could be developed during the interview phase. 

⎯ Qualitative Data from the fifty semi-structured interviews with company 

leaders and from open-ended questions in the survey. This was an essential 

and possibly the most important area of work because of the potential for 

the rich and insightful data that could be obtained from individual 

discussions. This is presented in the analysis sections later in the thesis. The 

author was also keen to take account of the views expressed at the focus 

group, i.e. that the research should be deeper and meaningful (unlike 

previous surveys). Through the design of the process and the ethics and 

confidentiality structure, the author wanted to ensure candid discussions 

could be encouraged that could have a greater and meaningful impact on 

the in terms of the proposals arising from the thesis. 
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The analysis of the Business Survey was undertaken through the Survey Monkey 

back-office software platform that had hosted the online survey. Whilst the 

researcher considered a variety of software packages to analyse the data, such as 

SPSS, the software package utilised provided a useful means of identifying and 

presenting responses in a variety of formats. It also avoided the challenges created 

by moving data to other platforms as the quantitative analysis could be undertaken 

directly from respondents’ online entries. Because open-ended questions had been 

kept to a minimum, the grouping of variables had been facilitated. When required, 

presentation of the data in a meaningful and attractive graphical format was 

achieved by using Microsoft Excel which had been used to import data from the 

back-office survey software. This software application was used to generate a range 

of figures and tables; a number of which are included in the analysis sections of 

this thesis. Table 21 below shows the analytical framework including each research 

stage, together with the outputs required the study objectives: 

 

Research Methods Means of Analysis Outputs 

Literature Review Narrative, critique, review – 

books, texts, journals, academic 

papers 

Themes, key issues, 

evidence. Development of 

Conceptual Framework and 

Research Questions 

Focus Group Notes made of action points and 

inputs. Testing of survey 

questionnaire. 

Key issues, themes, guiding 

principles, ethical 

considerations. 

Survey of SMEs Frequency distribution analysis 

Thematic analysis 

Key statistical trends, 

Themes, priorities 

Semi-structured Interviews Thematic analysis Themes, key issues, 

opinions, perspectives, 

priorities 

 
Table 21:  Analytical Framework for the Study. 

Source: The Author. 

 

 

The business survey utilised data to identify the 50 companies needed for the next 

steps and to support the identification of key trends and themes that, combined with 

other quantitative data, assisted in determining future ISPs. It was, therefore, 

limited in nature (as the whole study was mainly a qualitative one) and deployed a 

method of frequency distribution for each variable. This is designed to show in 

absolute or relative terms in how often the different key themes are encountered. 

This means a frequency distribution indicates how popular the different values of 
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the variable are amongst the units of analysis (Diamantopoulos and Schlegelmilch, 

1997). 

 

There were a number of different sources for the qualitative data obtained during 

the study, i.e. comprehensive notes made from focus group discussions, open-

ended questions in the business survey and notes made from the audio recordings 

made during the semi-structured interviews. The author considered the most 

appropriate way of analysing the data gained and concluded that thematic analysis 

would be the best way to meet the research objectives.  Interviews are a commonly 

used qualitative methodology and thematic analysis is a way of focusing on 

identifiable themes and patterns (Aronson, 1992, 1994). From the notes of the 

conversations with SME owners, patterns of experiences can be listed (Spradley, 

1979) which can come from direct quotes or paraphrasing common ideas (Aronson, 

1994). The initial guiding themes were chosen from the Literature Review and the 

researcher “studied how different ideas or components fit together in a meaningful 

way” (Leininger, 1985, p.60). The author could see that, once the themes had been 

identified, it was possible to build-up a storyline. When the original literature is 

interwoven, an understanding of the issues will emerge (Aronson, 1994). 

Castleberry and Nolan concluded during their review of research methods that 

“whilst many researchers rely on using statistical tests to prove an outcome and/or 

provide validity and reliability, qualitative research methods allow us to explore 

the beliefs, values, and motives that explain why the behaviours occur” 

(Castleberry and Nolan, page 2, 2018). 

 

The author, therefore, reviewed the notes, survey responses and transcripts and 

identified key themes and trends emerging. These were then grouped in a way that 

patterns could be demonstrated. Although quite time consuming, this method gave 

the author an opportunity to become familiar with the contents and fully appreciate 

the dynamics of each interview. The large amount of text collected was then refined 

further into a common set of recurring themes, issues and ideas. The findings were 

then written up as part of the analysis section of the thesis. To provide a richer 

picture, direct quotes from the interviews were included. This was done to support 

the issues and arguments being made and also to capture the essence of the 
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discussions. In accordance with the approach agreed with participants, the author 

ensured that the quotes were anonymous and could not be linked back to any 

particular company. 

 

In addition, the author made use of NVivo. This is a software platform that can be 

used to analyse qualitative data. Once data has been produced in text form, NVivo 

is able to identify trends and patterns in it. Computer assisted qualitative data 

analysis software (CAQDAS) has been seen as aiding the researcher in their desire 

for an accurate and transparent picture of the data (Welsh, 2002). There are 

different approaches associated with CAQDAS. One is ‘literal’, i.e. analysing the 

use of words and phrases. Another is ‘interpretive’ whereby the researcher seeks 

meaning in the words used. Mason (1996) suggested that, in practice, many 

researchers would use a combination of approaches. The author, therefore, decided 

to deploy NVivo to enrich the manual thematic analysis by identifying the main 

themes and how many times participants referred to them during the interviews. 

 

3.11   Validity and Reliability 

 

Patton (2001) suggested that validity and reliability are two factors that a researcher 

must consider when designing analysing results and judging the quality of a study. 

These issues have traditionally been important in quantitative studies but, over 

recent decades, have become important in qualitative research (Golafshani, 2003). 

Joppe (2002) defined reliability as “the extent to which results are consistent and 

give an accurate representation. If the results of a study can be reproduced under a 

similar methodology, the research is considered to be reliable” (Joppe, 2000, p. 1). 

 

Reliability is often a term used to mean ‘the quality’ of a study which can be 

interpreted as the trustworthiness of the research (Seale, 1999). It involves both the 

processes and outcomes being undertaken in a way that leads to ‘dependability’ 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Golafshani (2003) suggests that the question for a 

researcher to ask is how do they test or maximise validity as a result of the 

reliability? Validity relates to how well the collected data covers the area under 

investigation (Lekvall and Waahlbin, 1993). In other words, has the research 
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successfully addressed the areas under scrutiny? Can the results be relied upon? 

The author was keen to ensure each step in the process would be as valid and 

reliable as possible. Bryman (2012) in his publications on Social Research Methods 

suggests a number of ways in which this can be achieved. The author, therefore, 

took account of Bryman’s proposed measures and identified the factors that applied 

to each stage of the thesis research process. These are shown in Table 22 below: 

Type of 

Research 

Method  Steps to ensure reliability and validity 

Initial Literature Review Use a critical viewpoint. Keep open-minded. 

 

Search on new areas of interest as they emerge. 

Quantitative Survey Use non-manipulable variables. 

 

A measure should be something that is influenced neither 

by timing or administration nor the researcher. 

 

Research tools should be ‘tested’ and modified. 

 

Question whether the results can be replicated. 

Quantitative Focus Group Good planning and objectives essential. 

Ensure a valid number of participants chosen at random 

within target group. 

Ensure researcher has appropriate facilitator experience. 

 Semi-structured 

interview 

Ensure sufficient number of respondents. Drawing 

conclusions about a large group from a small sample 

would not be valid or ‘trustworthy’ (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

 

Process to be well-planned. Logistical, environmental 

considerations should be included. 

 

Draw up a questions schedule to ensure consistency. 

 

Document or record to ensure reliable recall for analysis. 

General Triangulation Using both quantitative and qualitative techniques with the 

same respondents to ensure reliability. 

 

Cross-checking of findings deriving from both quantitative 

and qualitative research (Deacon et al., 1998). 

 

Table 22: Ensuring Reliability and Validity: Adapted from Bryman (2012). 

 

While the author concluded that there was no panacea for reliability and validly, 

the deployment of the above methods would help to ensure the integrity and 

trustworthiness of the study. Initially, in spite of the author’s background in 

management and ontological perceptive, an open-minded viewpoint was utilised 

during the research stages. This was coupled with deeper exploration when 
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required particularly if the author’s original viewpoint was challenged (Norris, 

1997). 

 

In relation to the business survey, the themes, questions and structure were 

discussed with the focus group; some of whom became full participants in the 

process. Metrics in the survey were kept simple and easy to understand since they 

were only to be used in frequency distribution; providing additional insights to 

what was largely a qualitative study. As far as the qualitative aspects were 

concerned, the researcher planned the interviews thoroughly to ensure they met the 

study objectives; whilst managing a smooth and well-ordered process for 

participants (Bryman, 2012). The author also familiarised himself with the 

guidance and techniques gained via reviewing appropriate literature in this regard. 

 

Overall, the use of triangulation, i.e. combining different methods with the same 

subjects, can help to achieve greater validity. This does not simply mean cross-

checking data, it is to strengthen a researcher’s standpoint and increase their level 

of knowledge (Bryman, 2012). In this respect, the next section deals with the 

author’s standpoint. 

 

3.12  Researcher Standpoint and Ethical Considerations 

 

It is important to be aware that the position of any researcher will not be a neutral 

one. Initially, the researcher’s position will undoubtedly affect the field of research 

and the subsequent interaction with subjects (Berger, 2015). It can also 

subsequently affect the substance of any interaction, analysis and interpretation of 

outcomes. In order to ensure that neutrality and objectivity are attained, the 

researcher needs to ensure that processes are designed to minimise bias (Norris, 

1997). 

 

The author is a 56-year-old researcher who was born in Essex, UK. Although the 

author has lived in four regions in the UK and worked across a number of European 

and Scandinavian countries, he returned to Essex in 2012 where he has lived since. 

On leaving college in 1979, the author undertook to become a Human Resources 
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practitioner and studied for the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development 

full professional qualifications. He then embarked on a career in NHS management 

and spent 20 years in various Human Resource roles before being appointed as 

Deputy HR Director at an NHS trust in Essex. During this time, the author obtained 

a HNC in Public Administration, full professional qualification in 1991 (CIPD) 

and, in 1993, completed an MSc in HRM. In 2000, the author pursued his 

entrepreneurial aims and became a self-employed business and creative consultant 

working in the media field; resulting in the production of over 200 film, music and 

lyrical published works. 

 

Between 2000 and 2011, the author gained wide experience of business 

development and in 2012 complemented this by securing teaching roles in Further 

and Higher Education. He achieved his Diploma in Teaching 2014. In early 2015, 

the author commenced his doctoral studies in Business having secured a 

scholarship to participate in a study of SME innovation and high growth; a joint 

study with Essex County Council. The author had worked in the field of HRM for 

several years and was particularly interested in the issue of leadership dynamics 

and how these can contribute to the fulfilment of a company’s strategic aims. In 

addition, the author had had professional experience working in a consultancy 

capacity which had led to a desire to further explore the role of external support 

mechanisms that enable stability and growth to occur within organisations, 

particularly SMEs. Researcher bias and standpoint is an important consideration 

(Norris, 1997). In this respect, it was recognised that the author’s background may 

give rise to strengths and weaknesses. Firstly, the author does possess a great deal 

of business knowledge both from a theoretical and practical viewpoint. The 

advantage of this is that he will be able to confidently appreciate and discuss issues 

with participants from the business community. This would be essential to be able 

to develop rapport and explore discussions as part of the qualitative research 

process (Prior, 2017). A disadvantage, however, is that the author may be clouded 

by previous knowledge of management theories and, therefore, care needed to be 

taken to pursue an open agenda without presupposing the application of existing 

perspectives. 
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In terms of ethical considerations, since the study involved analysing data from 

commercial ventures, the author was aware that companies may be sensitive about 

the use of business data that might compromise competitiveness. Bryman and Bell 

(2015) remind us that ethical guidelines are there to protect research participants 

but also to protect the researcher and institutions. They suggested that there are key 

principles to be observed (Table 23): 

 

Table 23: Ethical Considerations adapted from (Bryman and Bell, 2007). 

 

Issues concerning the disclosure and use of information were raised during the 

Focus Group discussions and the author wanted to take account of these principles 

to ensure that participants had maximum confidence in the process. As a result, the 

author prepared information sheets for participants to inform that that all data will 

be treated in confidence and that trade secrets would remain as such. An example 

of these communications is shown in Appendix B of this thesis. Further 

clarification of the ethics issues was also provided on the business survey 

documentation. 

It was also agreed that interested parties would only be given access to a summary 

of the study; particularly as some lines of questioning related to strengths and 

weaknesses of support that had been provided and could be seen as a direct 

criticism of the agencies involved. In addition, the author wanted to candidly 

explore thoughts and feelings of participants. The content of individual interviews, 

therefore, would only be used in thematic reporting and subjects would remain 

anonymous. 

1. Respect for the dignity of research participants should be a priority. 

2. Full consent should be obtained from the participants prior to the study. 

3. The protection of privacy of research participants must be ensured. 

4. An adequate level of confidentiality of the research data must be ensured. 

5. Anonymity of individuals or companies participating in research must be 

ensured. 

6. Any deception or exaggeration of the aims of the research must be avoided. 

7. Affiliations, sources of funding, as well as possible conflicts of interest, must 

be declared. 

8. Any type of communication in relation to the research should be done with 
honesty and transparency. 



 

124 

 

The author also considered the potential for ‘accidental disclosure’ of confidential 

information. Wiles et al. (2008) suggests that ‘confidentiality’ means that 

identifiable information about individuals, collected during the research process 

will not be disclosed without permission. Kaiser (2009) also adds that qualitative 

researchers face a conflict between conveying detailed, accurate accounts of the 

findings and protecting the identities of the individuals who participated in their 

research. The research strategy, therefore, needed to consider the potential, 

magnitude, and probability of harm if confidential information was disclosed to a 

third party without prior agreement (Fisher, 2006). 

 

To reduce the risk of accidental disclosure of information and to address any 

potential Data Protection issues, data gained through the website and stored in 

‘cloud’ arrangements was locked under passwords that were only known to the 

researcher and PhD supervisory team. As soon as the analysis of data was 

completed, it was removed from cloud storage and the Survey Monkey account 

was deleted. Hard copies of any notes or transcripts were disposed of safely as soon 

as they had been used for analysis. Any updates, progress reports and early findings 

were always presented to third parties (such as policy makers, consultancies or 

other SMEs) in a summary or thematic format. 

 

The author was required to complete ethics training at the start of the PhD 

programme and a policy for ethical considerations was drawn up before the 

research commenced. Formal approval of the research strategy was obtained from 

ARU’s Ethics Committee. The overall strategy proved to be successful because 

there have been no issues raised about ethical considerations and all participants 

accepted the reassurances given by the researcher and project team. The author 

further believed that, as a result of these measures, a candid set of discussions had 

been made possible. This would, hopefully, ensure that any potential findings and 

recommendations would address the research questions, contribute to knowledge 

and produce meaningful and impactful outcomes. The principles set out above have 

remained in force and have been honoured in all subsequent stages of the thesis. 
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3.13 Challenges and Study Limitations 

 

From the investigation and consideration of relevant literature in relation to study 

methods, the author was mindful that the research strategy could present 

challenges. A primary concern was that the choice to undertake a large number of 

interviews during the qualitative stages could inevitably lead to ‘data saturation’ 

(Guest et al., 2020).  Data saturation can occur when any additional subjects (over 

and above an optimum number) may not necessarily provide any extra material 

benefit, insights or results (O’Reilly et al., 2013). The approach presents significant 

challenges in terms of the amount of data to be analysed (Faulkner and Trotter, 

2017). In saying that, the literature suggests that some scholars use the technique 

deliberately in an attempt to achieve more depth to a study. There is also a view 

that, in qualitative research, data saturation can be a hallmark of quality and 

‘defensibility’ (Guest et al., 2020). 

 

It was the case that ECC, as the policymaker with a key interest in this study, was 

keen to ensure the widest possible audience, particularly as their approaches to 

innovation and growth support were being investigated. The author, therefore, 

deduced that the qualitative study could benefit from its proposed larger sample 

size, but that it was extremely important that the process for data collection and 

analysis was structured and managed in a way that would avoid the researcher 

becoming overwhelmed (O’Reilly et al., 2013). The issue reinforced the need for 

a clear structure to the interviews to be conducted which would allow the 

discussions with SME owner-managers to be interpreted through thematic analysis 

(Keller, 2018). 

 

The study would also give rise to logistical challenges as a result of the 

geographical distribution of SMEs. Since the author wanted to visit owner-

managers in situ, good scheduling and allowing sufficient time in the research 

programme to undertake the fieldwork was crucial. The author, therefore, deployed 

a Gantt chart methodology to plan and manage the various stages (Wilson, 2003). 

Whilst the author was to use semi-structured interviews as a robust research 

instrument, appropriate time to collate the results and undertake the thematic 
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analysis had to be scheduled. Kapoulas (2003) suggested that persistence, 

flexibility and patience was required to undertake large qualitative research 

projects. 

 

Note: As anticipated, the high number of interviews had generated the potential for 

‘data saturation’, and although this presented challenges in terms of workload and 

analysis, the author did overcome potential difficulties through careful planning 

and the deployment of thematic analysis that could make sense of a large amount 

of responses and interview results. In addition, the use of a semi-structured 

interview research instrument, again, helped make sense of a wide range of data. 

Accommodating and successfully incorporating these results from 50 interviews 

enhanced the validity and reliability by examining the issues in a wide range of 

contexts. 

 

In considering any potential limitations of the study (Queirós et al., 2017), the 

author acknowledged that since the focus primary focus would be on the qualitative 

aspects, the analysis in respect of the quantitative data would be limited to 

identifying trends, themes and the final research cohort. It was, therefore, 

recognised that the study would not comprehensively analyse statistical 

information e.g. whether correlations exist between (or the comparison) of 

variables. The author was satisfied, however, that, in order to gain meaningful 

insights into the factors affecting SME owner-managers and their strategic choices, 

and address the research questions and aspects of reality that cannot be quantified 

(Queirós et al., 2017), the chosen approach would be of value with an appropriate 

level of validity and reliability. It was anticipated that opportunities would exist for 

further quantitative analysis of data at a future point as part of the continued 

development of the work or follow-up research. This is discussed further later in 

the thesis when discussing the recommendations arising from the study. 

 

Taking into account the important considerations discussed above, the author was 

satisfied with the choice of research strategy and methods. Following the literature 

review, a challenging, but valuable two year’s fieldwork ensued, comprising the 

business survey, focus group, interviews and analysis; interspersed with a launch, 
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feedback events for SMEs and liaison with policymakers,  A further 6 months was 

then refining data, liaison with stakeholders including owner-managers and the 

PhD supervisory team. 

 

3.14 Summary 

 

The author concluded that through careful planning and the consideration of ethical 

issues, data storage and the conduct of the various research stages, the study had 

progressed smoothly with no negative impacts for any stakeholder. Although 

interviews with 50 companies did present some logistical and time management 

challenges, the process itself was successful and well received by owner-managers 

who welcomed the chance to discuss issues that affect them in order to improve 

and influence future policy support. Many also welcomed the opportunity to 

showcase their SMEs. Based on this participant reaction, the author suggests that 

the methodology could also be used as a template for future studies by ECC or 

other regions and other bodies. Indeed, that author is pleased to report that the work 

undertaken for this thesis in relation to the Focus Group methodology has already 

been used as a teaching resource for the Research Methods module of the Business 

undergraduate programme at ARU. 

 

The thesis now turns to the analysis of the research stages. 
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Chapter Four:      Analysis I: Focus Group and Business Survey: 

Key Themes and Selection of Interviewees 

 

4.1 Scope and Focus of Analysis 

 

This chapter is the first of three chapters that comprise the outcomes of the research 

methods used. Here, the author presents the analyses of the Focus Group and the 

key themes and trends arising from the business survey involving the initial 200 

participants. It then goes on to discuss the selection of the 50 SMEs that were 

included in the interview process; the results of which are presented in the next 

chapter. 

 

4.2 Focus Group 

 

The Focus Group, held in December 2015, comprised seven SME owner-managers 

representing companies from a variety of sectors including marketing, product 

manufacture and business services. Some group members had already been 

participants in ECC initiatives including ISPs. The group was facilitated by one 

ECC and two ARU representatives, including the researcher. The main issues 

under consideration were publicity, securing the participation of SMEs and the 

survey methods (including metrics, questions and aims), as well as some initial 

exploration of issues facing owner-managers. Although a structure for discussion 

was developed in advance, the author was also keen to include an open dialogue to 

consider other issues that participants wished to raise. This enabled the researcher 

to gain a wider knowledge of the audience, some of whom would be participating 

in the interview process at a later stage. 

 

Discussion concerning metrics on turnover and staffing as indicators of growth 

took place. Although owner-managers recognised that there were different ways of 

measuring success and growth, the above was accepted as a useful method for the 

research project and ones that could easily be produced and understood by the 

business community (Shepherd and Wiklund, 2009). It was noted, however, that a 

number of SMEs do not use conventional business models and may rely on a 
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network of consultants and partnerships that would not be reflected in a pure 

headcount of staff employed. The author knew that this concurred with findings in 

the literature and it was agreed that headcount for each SME would take this into 

account. Another reason for doing this was that the author had developed a desire 

to understand how different business models could contribute to growth and 

innovation (Farrelly et al, 2013). 

 

The discussion in the Focus Group turned to innovation and it was uncovered and 

acknowledged that different interpretations of the term ‘innovation’ existed. Whilst 

the author, from the literature review, was familiar with more formalised 

definitions, e.g. OECD, owner-managers could not always be expected to have this 

knowledge and it was important to remember that members of the business 

community did not always use accepted categories of innovation (Grupp, 2006). It 

was, therefore, agreed to provide guidance to all potential applicants on what is 

considered to be innovation, which would include innovative use of business 

models. 

 

The draft business survey research instrument was discussed. The author explained 

that the areas included were derived from the initial review of the literature. 

Approval of the draft questionnaire was achieved, which covered key areas and 

factors that contributed to growth, innovations, IP, leadership and outlook. The 

questionnaire would also explore challenges that SMEs faced and how these could 

best be supported. 

 

The discussions regarding the research instruments from a participant viewpoint 

were extremely helpful. It formed an important part of the ‘testing’ phase which 

contributed to reliability, validity and acceptance of the study (Golafshani, 2003; 

Joppe, 2002). In the light of feedback received, the questionnaire was amended. 

Other feedback points relating to the forthcoming study were as follows: 

 

⎯ Owner-managers were keen to have an opportunity to tell the real story 

behind their SMEs. It was noted that previous studies in which they had 

participated had tended to focus on statistical measures. It was agreed to 
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include open questions as a way of owner-managers articulating issues that 

may not be picked-up by a general (often multiple choice) survey alone. 

 

⎯ Trading performance over a three-year period would be valuable as a period 

for determining and analysing growth. This would assist in avoiding what 

Kenny (2010) described as ‘the volatility of newness’. It was, however, 

agreed that in certain circumstances, a shorter period could be used where 

significant growth had been demonstrated. 

 

⎯ ECC and ARU had recognised the importance of using the study as a means 

of promoting the use of KTPs and the role that SMEs play in the national 

and regional fabric. A launch event was also proposed and discussed. The 

author was keen to support such measures as it was understood that they 

could significantly encourage greater participation. This should lead to a 

more successful and insightful study taking place. 

 

The contributions of the Focus Group were particularly important to ensure that the 

aims and potential outcomes of the study would address the research questions and 

be relevant and beneficial to SMEs. Obtaining agreement on the principal goals of 

the research project, its methods and survey questions was vital to create legitimacy 

and confirm the relevance of the research not only for scholars but also 

practitioners. This concurred with Hutt (1979) who described the methodology as 

a way of defining problems and working together to uncover potential solutions. 

Notes and details of the Focus Group are shown below: 

 

Essex County Council and Business School of Anglia Ruskin University 

FOCUS GROUP held on 11th December 2015 

Summary of Key Points and Actions 

 

1. The proposed metrics were considered acceptable although potential difficulties 

were raised concerning businesses’ ability to be able to provide information on 

market share. This is because companies may not know this precisely or they 

operate business models that make the identification of the size of the market a 

difficult task. 
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2. SMEs may interpret innovation in a variety of ways and it was suggested that 

examples of innovation should be produced. This was to ensure that companies 

who are unaware that they might be innovating could be encouraged to apply. 

 

3. It was noted that some companies are operating creative business models based 

on networking and collaborating and these might be considered examples of 

innovation. It was suggested that these models have evolved over the past few 

years. These companies, on the surface, may not fit a neat description of SME. 

Account should be taken of this so that no examples of innovation are missed. 

 

4. The Business Survey Questionnaire was approved. It was noted, however, that 

the interviews should really attempt to drill down into the real stories behind 

growth. The group felt that the emphasis should be on conducting a successful 

qualitative study. This accorded with the aims of the research project. 

 

5. It was recommended that, as part of the application process, companies should be 

able to provide an open narrative so that they were able to describe issues that 

would not be identified by metrics alone. The group accepted that this might be 

more difficult to analyse but it would be well worth the effort. 

 

6. It was noted that one of the flaws of previous national initiatives and surveys is 

the lack of consideration of qualitative factors. The group felt that the true 

‘entrepreneurial spirit of Essex’ and range of entrepreneurial activity had not 

always been revealed. This study aimed to remedy this. 

 

7. An ideal scenario for ECC would be to achieve a greater understanding of what’s 

‘out there’ and how they can best support growth through collaboration. It was 

noted that the aim of the research project was to develop a framework for ongoing 

support and development. 

 

8. It was noted that points of interest or case studies should be publicised early rather 

than waiting for the project to conclude. 

 

9. The importance of using the study to celebrate success was stressed. This would 

further assist in encouraging SMEs to participate in the research. 
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10. It was noted that opportunities for companies to network and collaborate should 

be supported. It was suggested that a ‘network of networks’ be compiled so 

everyone knew what was available in Essex. 

 

11. It was suggested that a video could be produced (suggested title: ‘Innovation in 

Essex’) to showcase creative and innovative companies. This may also encourage 

companies to relocate and serve to publicise the study to a wider audience. Note. 

Exhibitions of SMEs have since taken place at ECC headquarters. 

 

12. It was noted that apprenticeships were a cost-effective way to grow a small 

business and had been used successfully by a number of SMEs. 

 

13. It was noted that a launch event would be organised for February 2016. This 

would provide wider publicity and focus on the benefits of participation in the 

study. 

 

14. Companies should be able to use the launch event to showcase some of their 

achievements as well as learn about the research project. 

 

In attendance: ARU (x2) and ECC Economic Development Team Representatives 

(x2). Seven SME Representatives from a variety of sectors; ranging from catering, 

manufacturing to management services. Four of the SMEs were already enrolled 

in the Essex Innovation Programme and were receiving Innovation Support. 

 

This process provided an opportunity to explore how the initiative could be 

promoted to achieve as much participation from the business community as 

possible. The importance of this stage in terms obtaining support for the methods 

and for guiding some of the key research themes cannot be understated. 

 

4.3  Business Survey: Applicants and Key Trends 

 

This section outlines the findings of the business survey, starting with an overview 

of the demographics of applicants (e.g. sector and size) and other quantitative 

analyses relating to performance. This follows with data being presented on 

participants’ views on what makes their SMEs successful, the challenges they face 
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and the corresponding support needs; as well as innovation and associated 

strategies. The research was also designed to review structural, cultural and 

leadership issues that can allow creativity and innovation to flourish. 

 

The survey took place between May and August 2016 and was completed by a total 

of 200 SMEs. The applicants were from a wide range of sectors including 

manufacturing (19 per cent), business services (17 per cent), building (7 per cent), 

engineering (8 per cent), charitable services (7 per cent) sports, fitness and lifestyle 

(6 per cent) and transport (6 per cent). In terms of markets served, over 50 per cent 

were trading primarily in the UK and 37 per cent had global reach. Trade 

predominately in Europe amounted to 5 per cent. The mean revenue and 

productivity increases over the three-year period in question were 72.8 per cent and 

57.6 respectively. The mean number of jobs created was 10.2. The researcher was 

pleased to see a wide variety of sectors represented to avoid bias in favour of certain 

sectors that tend to be anecdotally linked to innovation, such as technology (Bleda 

et al., 2013). A more detailed breakdown of sectors is shown in Figure 6 below: 

 

 

Figure 6: Participants in Business Survey by Sector. 

Source: The Author. 

 

Over 50 per cent of SMEs were operating as collaborative endeavours or using a 

mixture of traditional and new models. 45 per cent of respondents described their 

business model as that of a ‘traditional employer’. The large majority of SMEs 
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surveyed (83 per cent) described the outlook for their companies as positive or 

extremely positive1, with 71 per cent experiencing an increase in turnover and 76 

per cent in their productivity over the previous three-year period. In addition, 70 

per cent of respondents indicated that the financial position of their company was 

‘growing’ and 90 per cent were intending to enter new markets. 

 

The survey explored the underlying CSFs by soliciting owner-managers’ views on 

the key contributors to growth and innovation; which had largely been developed 

through the literature. These reflected a synthesis of the high growth indicators 

identified by Farrelly et al. (2011) and seminal key factors identified by Storey 

(1994). Respondents were asked to choose five from a list of CSFs that they 

believed had contributed to their success. The responses provided insights that 

would help inform future support areas that could be reflected in any proposed ISP 

(Figure 7 below): 

 

  

Figure 7: Factors Critical to SME Success. 

Source: The Author. 

 

The five factors that ranked the highest were ‘entrepreneurial spirit and drive’, 

‘leadership and vision’, ‘hard work and dedication’, ‘unique products or services’ 

 
1  The survey took place in the early months following the Brexit referendum. By the time individual interviews took 

place, some companies were experiencing early issues as a result of the decision. These mainly centred on 
uncertainty. On the whole, however, the outlook was positive. 
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and ‘product innovation’. These results confirmed the shared Focus Group 

narrative in relation to the entrepreneurial spirit of Essex as well as the focus on 

providing products and services which differentiate them from their competitors 

(Ackdili and Ayhan, 2013). Other high-ranking factors were ‘skilled staff’, ‘sound 

financial management’ and ‘responsiveness to change’. These themes were further 

explored during the interview stage to provide the basis for the development of 

ISPs and, more generally, future growth initiatives for Essex. The author noted that 

the most frequently mentioned factors tended to relate to the softer skills of 

leadership and management. These attributes were considered to be more important 

than product innovation. The implications of these findings are discussed later in 

the thesis, but the author could reasonably deduce that it was leadership, 

entrepreneurial spirit and dedication that allowed innovation to take place and, 

more important, fully maximise its commercial potential (Altinay et al., 2016; 

Dunne et al., 2016). 

 

SMEs were asked to comment on their support needs and some preliminary 

conclusions could be drawn from the survey data. Three quarters of the applicants 

faced challenges that would benefit from outside support or expertise. Figure 9 

shows the areas considered important to enable future growth (or stability). 37.5 

per cent of the SMEs indicated that they had had innovation support from ECC. 

 

The highest rated support needs were ‘marketing’ (23 per cent), ‘entry to new 

markets’ (19 per cent), ‘developing business processes’ (11 per cent), ‘staff 

development’ (6.4 per cent) and ‘legal, including IPR’ (7 per cent), ‘financial 

strategies’ (5 per cent) and ‘accommodation issues’ (3 per cent) were also 

mentioned. Where survey participants took the opportunity to expand on these 

challenges, the following themes emerged: 

 

a. marketing: this issue did not predominantly mean marketing or marketing 

strategies generally. It was more to do with digital marketing and the skills 

required to make the most of online opportunities. 
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b. business processes: this issue related to the potential use of new 

technologies to improve ordering, stock control and, to some extent, digital 

marketing (as described above). 

c. staff development: comments made were in relation to skills shortages or 

recruitment difficulties that some SMEs were experiencing. Developing 

existing staff and establishing new training arrangements such as 

apprenticeships would benefit from support from external agencies, e.g. 

ECC. 

d. legal, including IPR:  companies that specifically commented on these 

factors, mentioned issues such as the complexity of IPR and the expense 

involved. One company commented that even though they had invested in 

securing property rights, their product had still been copied in overseas 

markets. A ‘once bitten, twice shy’ attitude had developed as a result. 

e. financial strategies: this issue, where mentioned, referred more to cashflow 

rather than securing investment. SMEs commented on late payment of 

invoices particularly on the part of larger organisations and delays in VAT 

returns. Smaller companies can suffer real difficulties because of they lack 

the financial buffer to cope with delays in payment. 

f. accommodation: where mentioned specifically, some SMEs had 

experienced planning approval difficulties when they have wanted to 

expand and scale up facilities. In addition, some SMEs were searching for 

new premises and believed that ECC could provide assistance in this regard. 

 

The low level of need for support concerning leadership and management skills 

was interesting. This appeared to confirm that firms had been successful because 

those characteristics already existed. This was a very important issue to pursue 

during the interviews as the literature had revealed the importance of those factors 

to success (Kanter, 2006, 2009; Paulsen et al., 2012; Gupta et al., 2013). The issue 

is also discussed more fully in the conclusions drawn from the analysis. 

 

The definitions of the proposed categories for support needs were quite broad and, 

therefore, prone to be interpreted in different ways by owner-managers e.g. the 
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choice of ‘financial strategies’ could point to a need to seek additional finance, as 

well as the wish to manage existing resources more effectively. Moreover, 24 per 

cent of respondents reported support needs which remain ‘unspecified’ and these 

needed to be explored in greater depth during the interview stage (see Figure 8 

below): 

 

 

Figure 8: SME Support Needs. Source: The Author. 

 

 

As mentioned above, ‘unique products or services’ and ‘product innovation’ 

ranked high in the list of CSFs. Not surprisingly, over 70 per cent of companies 

reported that innovation was crucial to their success and 20 per cent considered it 

as important. These results signify a massive commitment to innovation, reflecting 

the consideration for its positive effect on growth (all applicants had had to 

demonstrate growth in revenue/turnover) (Harmancioglu et al., 2009; Sinek, 2009).  

 

The results are shown in Figure 9 below: 
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Figure 9: Importance of innovation to success. 

Source: The Author. 

 

In terms of innovation types, almost 50 per cent was in product innovation, process 

and marketing innovations accounted for 26 per cent and 10 per cent respectively. 

These results indicate that the vast majority of SMEs was involved in developing 

and taking new products to market.  

 

The survey addressed possible obstacles in implementing or commercialising 

innovative ideas, a topic particularly relevant for developing future ISPs. Over 36% 

of companies had experienced difficulties, 34 per cent had sometimes faced 

difficulties and, encouragingly, over 29 per cent of SMEs had faced no significant 

difficulties. Available capital finance from within the company was the 

predominant issue (33 per cent of respondents), 23 per cent felt that they lacked the 

necessary skills or needed help and outside expertise and 17 per cent of companies 

experienced more pressing day-to-day matters in connection with operational 

demands. 

 

The management of IPR, including patents and trademarks, was also explored in 

the survey. Over 39 per cent held patents or trademarks, of which 40 per cent 

reported that they had managed to commercialise their IPR. Although this figure is 

very encouraging, it highlighted the need to explore why the large majority of IPR 

owners (61 per cent) had not yet been able to achieve commercialisation or had 

difficulties in doing so.  
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Finally, the development of human resources clearly emerged as a priority for the 

participating SMEs, with 89 per cent of the respondents providing support for it. 

Moreover, 55 per cent of firms were supporting apprenticeships and 53 per cent 

actively participated in networking opportunities. Considering the relatively low 

score of support needs in the areas of ‘staff development’, these preliminary results 

seemed to indicate that SMEs had taken talent development ‘into their own hands’.  

 

More generally, the overall trends and themes identified in the initial survey need 

to be qualified by the fact that, albeit a structured survey was used and guidance 

was provided, some respondents may have interpreted questions or topics in 

different ways. The input also varied in terms of how comprehensively the survey 

was completed and the quality of responses to some of the more ‘open’ questions. 

 

Nevertheless, the business survey contributed to meeting a number of the key aims 

of the research project, providing indicators for what makes these companies 

successful; categorising and ranking challenges affecting their growth and 

ascertaining where support was needed; providing a first understanding of the 

relevance of innovation and the approach to talent development. Table 24, shown 

below, summarises the key themes derived from the survey, discussed above: 

Themes Summary 

Business Structures 
and Future Outlook 

• Over 50 per cent were using new models including 
collaboration, networking and partnering 

• Over 83 per cent had a positive outlook 

• Over 71 per cent had experienced increases in productivity and 
turnover 

Critical Success 
Factors 

• Entrepreneurial spirit and vision, leadership capabilities, hard 
work and dedication 

• Unique services or products, product innovation 

• Skilled staff and valuing human capital 

• Sound financial and resource management 

• Responsiveness to change 

• Partnering and networking 

Challenges and 

Support Needs 
• 73 per cent reported challenges and support needs 

• Key areas for support needs: marketing and entering new 

markets, however significant proportion (25 per cent) of 
unspecified needs  

• 37.5 per cent had received support from ECC, manifesting 
largely in business mentoring 
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Table 24: Summary of Analysis and Themes from Business Survey. 

Source: The Author. 

 

4.4 Selection of Firms to be Interviewed and Characteristics of High 

Growth SMEs 

 

The applications were assessed on the basis of the metrics derived from the 

literature review: growth in revenue, staff turnover and the significance and quality 

of their innovations (see Table 11 in the Review of the Literature, Chapter 2). A 

first shortlist with 70 companies was created by the researcher and project team. 

Additional discussions took place with a number of owner-managers to gain more 

insight and clarity about their achievements and business processes and the 

qualitative aspects of their application. This led to the final selection of the 50 

companies shown in Table 25 below: 

Innovation and 
Intellectual Property 

• 70 per cent reported that innovation is crucial to their success, 
with over 50 per cent involved in product innovation 

• 36 per cent of SMEs had experienced difficulties in terms of 
commercialising innovations, 23 per cent lacked skills and 

needed help to commercialise innovations  

• 39 per cent reported the holding of trademarks and patents 

• 59 per cent of companies reported challenges in this area  

Staff development • 89 per cent of the respondents provide for internal staff training  

• 55 per cent support apprenticeships 

• 53 per cent actively participate in networking opportunities  



 

141 

 

 

Table 25: Owner-Manager Interview Participants. 

Source: The Author. 

 

The selected SMEs came from a wide range of sectors (e.g. manufacturing, 

business services, building, engineering and charitable services), including some 

in their first few years of trading and others that had been established for many 

years, and comprised a range of business models and staffing levels2. In the next 

phase of the project, these SMEs participated in the in-depth semi-structured 

interviews. The full analysis of their outcomes is presented in detail in the 

following chapter. 

 

Subsequent statistical analysis was also undertaken to provide additional insights 

into the makeup of the chosen group. This related to data concerning number of 

employees and age of the companies as follows: 

 
2 A more detailed summary of the final research SMEs, together with products or services, formation 

date, and headcount was presented in the Methodology Chapter 3. 

 
Acketts Group Ltd 

Advante 

Atlas Computer Systems 

Birkett Long LLP 

Blackman and White Ltd 

Brynleigh Technology Ltd 

Camfaud Concrete Pumps 

Carbon Numbers 

City & Country 

Colchester Zoo 

Corporate Battlefields Ltd 

Coryton Advanced Fuels 

CWind 

Dementia Adventure 

Df2020 Ltd 

Disarmco 

Dura Composites Ltd 

eMoov 

Estuary Logistics 

EuroGroup Ltd 

Excalibur Screwbolts Ltd 

George Thompson Ltd 

Glasswall Solutions Limited 

Green Air Cars 

ITA-Instruments Ltd 

 
IX Cameras 

Kite Power Solutions Ltd 

M G Electric Ltd 

Monkey Tower 

Poulten Selfe and Lee Ltd 

Printech Circuit Labs 

SeeClear 

Shark Infested Custard 

Skilful.co 

SKN-RG Performance 

Skincare 

Soteria - Smart Safety 

Solutions Ltd 

Synthetix Ltd 

Technevate 

Tevva Motors 

The Accumulator 

The Cheeky Panda 

The English Cream Tea Co 

The Lampshade Company 

The Point.1888 

Ultimotive 

Vertical Systems 

WCM 

WeAreTheCity 

Windsor Integrated Services 

Group 

Wishbone Publishing Ltd 
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⎯ Mean number of employees = 35.22 

⎯ Mean age of companies = 20.5 years 

 

The mode for age of company was 4 years. Although this figure might suggest that 

more innovation is occurring in early stage ventures, the average age of over 20 

years suggests that innovation is not confined to these. 

 

One of the key aims of this thesis was the identification of characteristics that 

contribute to the success and growth of SMEs. The rationale for this was to develop 

a model of good practice that could be a basis for future ISPs, allowing the 

promotion of these factors amongst other companies in the region. This issue was 

explored as part of the survey where companies had identified what they had seen 

as ‘critical success factors’ from their own points of view. The interviews provided 

a supplementary opportunity to explore these areas in greater depth, but from the 

survey, the following common themes were observed and noted. 

 

Leadership and Management Styles 

Successful SMEs tended to exhibit very ‘open’ and ‘laissez-faire’ leadership styles. 

Innovative firms, particularly those in highly specialised product design or 

development, recognised that they were often employing very talented and 

sometimes ‘quirky’ staff that would not respond well to bureaucratic or 

‘controlling’ working arrangements. There was a sense of allowing staff the 

‘freedom’ to make mistakes, as in doing so provides an environment where they 

may be better able to develop and test new ideas and innovations. This was also 

seen as essential in terms of recruiting and retaining key staff and skills. These 

findings supported those revealed in the literature, in that, those SMEs that 

recognised the value of human capital were more likely to experience growth 

(McPherson and Hot, 2007, Damanpour and Schneider, 2007, 2009). A typical 

example of this came from one owner-manager who stated: 

“We do have a hierarchy which reflects the various positions that people hold. At 

the same time, all our doors are open. Anyone from any team has a free flow of 

communication and whether it is staff that work in the yard or those in the office, 
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everyone has an opportunity to contribute. We have an open culture. Anyone who 

has an idea is encouraged to raise it. We do this through team and departmental 

meetings. We encourage people to work together to find solutions to difficulties.” 

Another commented: 

“We have a ‘down up’ approach and we welcome ideas from the staff.” 

Leaders also demonstrated ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ which manifested itself in a 

‘nothing ventured, nothing gained’ attitude. There was a clear desire to embrace 

opportunities. This was particularly evident in discussions regarding Brexit, 

capturing new markets and product development. Owner-managers also had a very 

clear sense of pride in their companies and what they had achieved so far. Without 

exception, leaders were also quick to point out how they value human capital and 

the contributions of their staff, at all levels. Whilst the difficulties and challenges 

faced by SMEs were acknowledged, there was strong evidence of an open and 

positive outlook. One owner-manager stated: 

“We have a culture of risk taking within corporate aims. Our teams operate as mini 

businesses.” 

Another commented: 

“We realised that there was an opportunity and jumped in to exploit it. Some of 

our technology is now to be used to map the Milky Way!” 

On closer observation of the interview findings, it was also apparent that successful 

companies were finding ways of keeping control of valuable and sometimes scarce 

resources and had clear objectives and targets that needed to be met for survival 

and growth. This suggests that the optimum leadership and management style 

reflected one of a ‘loose tight’ nature. Loose tight leadership involves the creation 

of space for idea generation and free exploration with control and ‘tightening’ at 

an appropriate point to ensure that ideas are tested for commercial development for 

the achievement of company objectives (Kotelnikov, 2005). The evidence 

demonstrated that, when this leadership style is used effectively, it contributes to 

good employee relations, idea generation, recruitment and a culture that is free of 

‘fear’, whilst ensuring that limitations or key targets are not overlooked. As another 

owner-manager puts it: 
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“We have highly skilled staff including our own marketing staff. We do need to be 

quite structured to ensure targets are met. Coupled with that is an informality and 

relaxed approach.” 

This concurs with the literature insofar as a blend of charismatic or 

transformational and transactional leadership styles are necessary to not only 

ensure idea generation, but also, the capacity to commercialise innovations. These 

findings supported the issues of exploration and exploitation described by Lin and 

McDonough (2011) and Ashkenas and Manville (2018). Derbyshire (2014) 

described an “attainment of a balance” between the two as ambidexterity 

(Derbyshire, 2014, p. 2). These observations concur with Hansen and Birkinshaw’s 

(2007) assertion that innovation should be regarded as a value chain that contains 

a three-phase process of idea generation, idea development and diffusion of 

developed concepts (Hansen and Birkinshaw, 2007). 

 

Innovation Strategy 

All SMEs indicated that innovation was crucial to their success. There were 

examples of companies that had been developed on the strength of an initial 

innovation (inventors and product developers turned entrepreneurs) and more 

established SMEs that had revitalised their fortunes by finding new uses for 

existing products or developing new ones. This reinforced the need for appropriate 

leadership of innovation described in the preceding section of this analysis. An 

example of this approach is reflected in the following owner-manager’s comments: 

“Our strategy is to stay ahead. It is very easy to become technology dinosaurs. 

Training and development are the key. We also need passion and risk-taking but 

that needs to be supported and managed.” 

There was also evidence of ‘disruptive innovation’ where a small number of 

companies were servicing and creating markets traditionally held by larger 

organisations. This had often been achieved by the introduction of new 

technologies or software applications. 

 

There was no evidence to suggest that company age or size had a significant 

bearing on ability or willingness to innovate although a larger SME may have the 
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resources to fund innovation activities without external investment. Neither was 

there any evidence to demonstrate that age of company owner had significance. 

Age of owner may have some bearing on leadership experience (Farrelly et al., 

2013) but the author could conclude that it was the characteristics demonstrated, 

and how these manifested themselves in relation to innovation management, that 

was more important. 

 

It was also evident that innovation is fully integrated with other business processes 

in SMEs with good examples of owner-managers and senior staff being fully 

involved in the development and execution of new ideas. During the Literature 

Review, it was established that one of the principal causes of failure to innovate or 

commercialise innovation was because creative activities in larger companies tend 

to be undertaken separately and away from the core business. This has been 

described as ‘innovation in silos’ (Kanter et al., 2009). The SMEs sampled 

demonstrated the opposite with innovation being seen as a key component of the 

executive role. This was evidenced in examples of senior staff being part of design 

or production teams, as well as having the traditional company management 

responsibilities. In addition, those involved in product design and development 

were not separated from staff involved in production or delivery. There were also 

good examples of regular team meetings and briefings where all staff could 

contribute. These findings supported those from the literature in relation to models 

of competence and leadership that encourage and support innovation 

(Harmancioglu, Droge and Calantone, 2009; Kanter et al., 2009; Hird and 

Drummond, 2015). These leadership orientations were further demonstrated by the 

comments of two owner-managers: 

“Our culture is built on learning, innovation and passion.” 

“You should engage in a ‘destroy your company’ exercise. This will help you 

identify vulnerabilities.” 

 

Customer Orientation 

SMEs were largely demonstrating a customer rather than a market focus. This was 

evidenced by some newer companies concentrating on target clients and bespoke 
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products. In addition, some longer-standing SMEs had moved towards ‘agile’ or 

bespoke product delivery rather than establishing traditional service agreements. 

As one owner-manager put it: 

“We introduced an ‘agile’ approach to software which is much more iterative. This 

is about developing an ongoing relationship with clients and working with them as 

software is produced. This is because clients often think they know their software 

requirements but when it is produced, it does not function in the way they 

anticipated. A fixed scope model means that we were doing lots of extra work for 

clients without being paid for it.” 

Such companies were finding that this model had increased longer term levels of 

revenue and client satisfaction. SMEs were often in a unique position to do this 

because they were potentially able to offer greater flexibility than larger companies. 

It is worth noting, however, that this was an issue that was raised during the 

discussions relating to ‘fear of growth’. SMEs knew that to stay successful, their 

growth should not disrupt their ability to offer client focused services, which in 

many cases had become the company’s Unique Selling Point (USP). Evidence of 

this, also came from another of the owner-managers: 

“Our market in general has been totally monopolised by two or three companies 

over the past 20 years and we offer a new and exciting way of doing things that our 

affiliates have not experienced before and they are very much on board. From our 

PR and social media marketing to our production techniques for limited editions, 

we offer innovation across the board.” 

Two other owner-manager commented as follows: 

“We have a close relationship with customers, and we work to identify and develop 

the 'needs of tomorrow' in preparation for new engineering and manufacturing 

requirements.” 

“We need to give the opportunity for people to take risks and fail at the first 

attempt.” 
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Culture and Structure 

Successful SMEs were demonstrating the operation of (or willingness to embrace) 

non-conventional business models. These involved partnering, working with 

consultants or enjoying the benefits of being based in hub arrangements. This 

mirrored the findings of the business survey in that SMEs saw non-traditional ways 

of working as a means of growing without increasing headcount; whilst affording 

them more flexibility in terms of accessing skills and finance required. The author 

found that this had shown a different perspective (or, at least, a further 

consideration) around the observations uncovered during the Literature Review 

which had suggested that an increase in headcount was a reliable metric for growth 

Cunningham et. (2013). This may be the case, but researchers and policymakers 

need to be mindful that SMEs adopting new ways of working may increase in size 

and create employment without increasing headcount. In addition, this reaffirmed 

that traditional linear models of growth may be becoming less relevant. 

 

It was also observed that some longer-standing companies had moved away from 

‘protectionism’ against competitors or ‘rivals’ and were more willing to engage in 

joint ventures. This supports the literature findings which suggested that innovation 

should also extend to organisational arrangements as well as those associated with 

products, services or markets. This concurs with Drucker (2014) who described the 

“necessity of a climate that encourages and inspires innovation” (Drucker, p.3, 

2014). A number of SMEs displayed this quite prominently as indicated by the 

following owner-manager’s comments: 

“The culture is geared around risk and opportunity. Members of staff are given a 

lot of responsibility to run their teams as mini businesses. People have a lot of 

freedom within company parameters. Empowerment helps us innovate.” 

Another commented: 

“We have a very supportive culture and we invest in our staff. Our staff turnover 

is very low which is unusual in our sector.” 
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From an organisational cultural perspective, the interview findings supported the 

observations in relation to leadership. Successful SMEs had endeavoured to create 

‘open’ and progressive cultures. As another CEO commented: 

“It is a real team effort and it is a culture based on shared performance. We have 

a greenhouse approach to idea generation. We want to create an approach where 

people are not afraid to put forward crazy ideas. In large companies, people are 

often frightened that their ideas will be shot down.” 

A common theme in this regard was ensuring there was no climate of ‘fear’, in that, 

staff (within reason) had the freedom to ‘try out’ or suggest new ideas without 

jeopardizing their employment. There were many excellent examples of staff 

involvement with regular briefings, meetings and social gatherings being held. 

Structures for idea generation existed in many SMEs; providing staff at all levels 

(whatever their role) with opportunities to participate in the company’s future. One 

CEO reinforced this view: 

“The culture is geared around risk and opportunity. Staff are given a lot of 

responsibility to run their teams. Our structure is stable but can be flexible to 

accommodate changing circumstances.” 

There were also some good examples of staff reward schemes, including holidays 

abroad and extra annual leave. A number of SMEs had excellent flexible working 

arrangements including working from home and were extremely supportive of staff 

development. These measures had assisted with recruitment and staff retention. An 

example of this came from another respondent: 

“Our culture is one of passion. We do not have any barriers for staff advancement. 

We are keen to see staff grow and develop.” 

Another owner-manager commented: 

“We never expect anyone to do anything we wouldn’t do ourselves. We firmly 

believe in flexible working. We try and make sure people have time out. WE TRUST 

OUR PEOPLE!” 
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Challenges and Change Management 

Although this area is closely linked to the leadership, structures and culture issues 

previously described, it was evident in successful SMEs that their approaches to 

changing situations were vital to their stability and growth. This manifested itself 

in two ways. First, it was observed that a positive outlook and a willingness to 

embrace challenges were of key importance and would reflect in the leadership and 

culture of firms (Farrelly et al., 2013). Second, the most successful SMEs were 

ones that were ‘agile’ enough to change if it was demanded. It was recognised that 

some external factors, that owners have little control of, can impact firms. It is, 

however, how companies respond to these that is crucial to overall success (Kenny, 

2015). This was reflected in a number of responses, an example of which was as 

follows: 

“We try to ensure our connections stay in place as we grow. We want the same 

energy to be reflected in our company culture. Seeing the bigger picture as we 

manage change is vital.” 

This did not only relate to human resource issues, but also having business systems 

and processes that could respond to challenges or changing circumstances. This 

was noted in a variety of ways but was very evident during discussions concerning 

Brexit. In this regard, one owner-manager commented: 

“We thought Brexit would never happen! The weakening pound resulted in price 

increases on our imports. We had to contain costs rather than passing it on to the 

consumer. We reviewed our suppliers and realised we could optimise our supply 

chain. By anticipating the challenge positively, we were able to make savings.” 

There were good examples of SMEs re-profiling their supply chains and other 

processes in response to the potential challenges including Brexit. In addition, 

flexibility was crucial where bespoke contracts and services were being delivered. 

As another SME owner suggested: 

“My partner works in a bigger company and he finds that flexibility is not there 

and change is difficult. We want to retain the ethos we currently have. Conferences 

and networking are also important.” 
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Networks 

There was strong evidence that successful SMEs tended to be well connected and 

15 commented that this had been crucial in their growth. SMEs are usually less 

capable of using codified knowledge (scientific, in particular) (Todtling, 2002). 

This is why it was essential for growing firms to find ways of transferring 

knowledge through the use of trust-based, informal relations. From the research, 

this had manifested itself in a number of ways. These respondents were very good 

at seeking out and accessing advice and support from bodies such as ECC, local 

authorities and academic institutions such as ARU. There were also examples of 

companies who had had direct contact with the Department of Business, Energy 

and Industrial Strategy, formally the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills 

and one SME had been invited to be part of a Government-led consultative group 

designed to address UK SME strategies.  

 

There were also a high number of owner-managers that participated in networking 

events organised by ECC, local Chambers of Commerce, professional bodies and 

interest groups. The only qualifying comment that was made by SMEs on this issue 

was that events needed to be valuable and correctly targeted because it was not 

always easy to find time to attend the variety of events on offer. The vast majority 

of SMEs reported that they were pleased to be chosen for this research project 

because of the potential for networking opportunities with academic partners and 

policymakers. To illustrate the potential role for networks with academia, one 

owner-manager commented: 

“I network a lot. I am very happy to work in schools and non-business settings. I 

have written a book to help women based on my own example. I also do a lot of 

work with colleges. I have also been active in promoting mentoring opportunities 

for my team. It’s good for development and attracting clients.” 

 

SMEs also commented on the value of entering award schemes. It was 

acknowledged that ECC had provided support and encouragement in this area as 

part of their ‘business mentoring’ arrangements. Companies commented that, apart 

from the obvious promotional benefits of awards, they had fostered new networks 

as a result. These had had a marked impact on growth. Recognition through 
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competitions and awards was also very beneficial in terms of staff morale. They 

had also led, in some cases, to the signposting of services and resources on offer; 

creating an even larger network. Other advantages included the opportunity to join 

in commercial endeavours and business development, particularly for those firms 

that offered business services. In relation to business growth, the importance of 

networking (and adopting a non-protectionist outlook) was illustrated by one CEO: 

“We are also developing investment and business connections in Jersey and the 

US. We are pursuing all forms of educational links. We also have apprenticeships. 

Technical talent is key! Partnering is also essential. Companies who are in the 

same market can learn from each other even though they might be in competition.” 

 

Participation in mentorship arrangements was another example of a successful 

networking opportunity. Interestingly, a small number of CEOs were acting as 

mentors themselves to other entrepreneurs and described the enormous benefit they 

had derived as a result. In this regard, five owner-managers expressed a willingness 

to share their knowledge and experience through ECC events or in association with 

ARU. Table 26 (below) summarises the characteristics of high growth innovative 

firms discussed above: 

 

Leadership Loose-tight, entrepreneurial, remaining ‘centred’ in core values 
and objectives whilst growing. Ability to inspire innovation but 

also meet commercial targets 

Innovation Unique products and services, integral to business processes, 

key component of executive role. 

Business 

Models 

Working with or not afraid to explore non-traditional 
organisational arrangements, partnering, consultants, hubs etc. 
Willingness to embrace new methods, new technologies, 

reprofiling. 

Customer 

Orientation 

‘Customer’ as opposed to ‘market’ focus, bespoke and ‘agile’ 
products and service agreements. 
 

 

Culture Open and inclusive, freedom from ‘fear’ to experiment and 
contribute, award schemes, staff development, succession 
planning. 

Challenges Positive approach, agility in terms of systems, people and 

service contracts, responsive to change. 

 
Table 26: Characteristics of High Growth Innovative SMEs. 

Source: The Author, from online survey of 200 firms. 
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4.5  Summary 

The analysis of the business survey results, and characteristics of high growth has 

provided valuable insights that could be used to inform future ISPs. The author had 

also uncovered how cultural and leadership factors can have an important role in 

determining how SMEs respond to their external environment in enhancing their 

market positions. These findings will not only contribute to answering the research 

questions but also for considering the impact in terms of the sociological 

institutional framework lenses described in the conceptual framework for the study. 

The value of the contributions from the Focus Group in framing and conducting a 

successful business survey are greatly acknowledged. 

 

The results of this stage of the analyses will be included later in a synthesis of the 

study findings (including those from the Literature) where the implications for 

support provided for growth and innovation will be considered. The thesis now 

turns its attention to analysing the outcomes of the semi-structured interview 

process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

153 

 

Chapter Five:   Analysis II: Interview Results: 

Challenges and Implications for Innovation Support Programmes 

 

5.1 Scope and Focus of Analysis 

 

This chapter is devoted to an analysis of the findings of the 50 semi-structured 

interviews conducted with owner-managers of the selected firms. It focuses on a 

range of issues addressed during this part of the search strategy, including the 

challenges faced by SMEs and the implications for future ISPs. From the initial 

Literature Review and Business Survey stages, it was possible to identify key 

themes that could contribute to the future direction of ISPs and the interview 

process aimed to increase the understanding of the factors. 

 

In order that the research could provide early benefits to practitioners and 

policymakers, that author prepared a detailed schedule of the issues and challenges 

as they affect individual SMEs. This is shown in Appendix C. This analysis was 

submitted separately to ECC and has already provided a basis for regional and local 

teams working in Economic Development. As a result, policymakers have been 

able to tailor their support to individual SMEs and, more widely, to the business 

community where generalised issues were identified. 

 

5.2 Strategic and Operational Challenges 

 

Support Provided 

In total, 76 per cent of firms interviewed had received support e.g. assistance with 

accommodation and logistics issues and networking through professional 

organisations such as the Institute of Marketing. There were also cases of direct 

financial and strategic support from Government. SMEs that had been recognised 

in award schemes commented on the usefulness of publicity and the networks that 

had followed as a result. It was clear from the discussions with owner-managers 

that networking and connectivity were seen as vital to success.  
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A quarter of SMEs had been or was part of the Essex Innovation Programme (EIP). 

By far the most useful aspect of this had been ‘mentoring’. This covered areas such 

as ‘entering new markets’, ‘marketing strategies’ and ‘raising finance’. The 

mentors (consultants or organisations such as Ford) used by ECC were highly 

praised and eight owner-managers commented that they could not have made the 

progress they had done without the access to that support. Many expressed delight 

that they had been chosen as SMEs to participate in this study as they were hopeful 

of securing future mentoring support or the continuation of existing arrangements. 

Apart from qualitative comments or perceptions of the usefulness of the innovation 

support received, tangible or quantitative outcomes of impact were not available. 

Although firms believed that ISPs had had a positive impact and was reflected in 

the overall quantitative performance data supplied, it was difficult to identify what 

proportion of growth was directly attributable to the support they had received. 

This outcome concurred with findings in the literature regarding the difficulty in 

quantifying the impact of support and this issue is explored in the next chapter 

(Lemola and Lievonen, 2008). 

 

The percentage of SMEs that had received no support was 24 per cent. These 

tended to be older firms. During the interviews with these owner-managers, it 

became apparent that they may not have been targeted for innovation support and 

a few commented that they had not been aware that ISPs were in existence. These 

firms welcomed the opportunity to be involved in this research project and 

becoming better known by ECC and the potential that that relationship could bring. 

This reinforced the author’s view that ISPs had principally been the domain of 

entrepreneurs and start-ups. 

 

The findings concurred with Todtling (2002) who observed that the heterogeneity 

of the SME sector makes it difficult to target innovation support and Kinsalla et al. 

(1994) discussed the fact that investment in start-ups can be less cost-effective than 

investment in more established firms. Despite these issues, it was still possible to 

design support in a way that can meet the needs of SMEs in a given region 

(Todtling, 2002). This would provide a way to reinforce that support activities 

should be more evenly distributed. 
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SMEs that had links to universities described this as valuable and at least 30% of 

owner-managers were interested in forging greater links with academic bodies 

including ARU. They saw this as a potential opportunity to attract new skills and 

product development and testing. It was recognised that in order to stay innovative, 

these relationships could be invaluable. This supports the literature which 

described the value of such arrangements (HEFC, 2015). In addition, a number of 

SMEs felt that university partnering would be a good endorsement of their 

company and would contribute to their marketing strategies. As a result of these 

discussions, a schedule of current and potential KTP opportunities with ARU was 

produced and passed to ECC and ARU so that they could implement any viable 

arrangements as quickly as possible. As of February 2018, two KTPs and two 

Knowledge Exchange and Embed Partnerships (KEEP) projects had been 

established as a direct result of this study, while additional collaborative work was 

under consideration.   

 

Marketing strategies: digital marketing and entering new markets 

Most SMEs have clear marketing strategies, and much had been achieved in this 

area through EIP mentoring. Nevertheless, a need for support in terms of digital 

marketing expertise was identified by over 18% of interviewees (nine firms). 

Topics raised included: a greater understanding of the utilisation of new media 

applications, e-commerce opportunities and conversion to sales.  

 

SMEs recognised that the skilled use of social media (e.g. YouTube, Google and 

Snapchat) could generate new business opportunities; however, they also 

acknowledged that the area is fast-changing and requires significant investment to 

acquire and retain the necessary competencies. As these skills are not always 

internally available, which may be a barrier to developing markets or increasing 

the size of existing segments, SMEs often necessitated support with specific 

expertise to take advantage of the possibilities offered.  

 

The identification of new markets and the definition of corresponding entry 

strategies was raised by 30 per cent of SMEs (15 SMEs). In particular, the expertise 

needed in navigating unfamiliar cultures, regulations, trade and political systems 
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requires specialist knowledge, was not readily available within firms. In this regard, 

the support obtained by some SMEs was highly regarded, for example to enter 

Asian markets or develop supply chain arrangements in China. 

 

Intellectual Property 

Rules, regulations and processes to protect IPR are complex and the cost of 

compliance or enforcing them may often be prohibitive, particularly for SMEs 

venturing into these areas for the first time. This was strongly confirmed during the 

interviews. One owner-manager commented: 

“Protecting our Intellectual Property is a major problem. We have raised this with 

our MP. The problem with large companies is that they rarely get taken to court 

for IP infringement. The costs of this are prohibitive for SMEs. There are no 

barriers to innovation except costs of getting things to market and IP.” 

 

Moreover, there was a perception that protection does not necessarily guarantee the 

safeguarding of IPR and concern was expressed about large corporations or 

territories that may flout the law. Two SMEs suggested that this was a barrier or 

disincentive to the attempting to enter new markets; one reported that their products 

had already been copied. This area specifically was raised by five firms but also 

figured more generally among the SME population as part of the discussions in 

relation to the exploration of market opportunities beyond the UK. 

 

Accommodation and Planning 

Five SMEs were considering changing their existing accommodation. This 

included expansion and redevelopment of existing facilities and/or seeking 

alternative sites and premises. There was also interest in developing hub 

arrangements and sharing facilities with other SMEs. Two owner-managers 

expressed their wish to be based where other SMEs operate to provide 

opportunities to share expertise and costs.  

 

Two SMEs specifically raised concerns about ‘planning permission’ policy and 

questioned whether ECC’s economic development and planning guidelines were 
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harmonised sufficiently. Overall, there was a desire to create closer ties with the 

Council in this area, particularly when possibilities and options for growth or 

relocation are being explored. 

 

Skills 

Almost 20 per cent of SMEs considered talent acquisition a priority. This included 

senior positions, skilled professional staff for technical roles and entry level posts. 

A number of firms were interested in creating apprenticeship schemes, but either 

they did not know how to proceed or found the process too convoluted. Some 

reported that past plans to establish apprenticeships had derailed. 

  

Succession planning was also a concern. It was noted that three SMEs were overly 

reliant on the skills of one or a few individuals. The difficulty in attracting skills is 

primarily explained by ‘the pull of London’. Some parts of Essex are difficult to 

travel to (see section on Infrastructure) or are not particularly attractive to 

prospective employees (e.g. firms located in areas where property is expensive, or 

which are geographically remote).  

 

Concerns were also expressed regarding recruitment for senior positions. Six 

owner-managers commented on their own personal challenges as their firms had 

grown, particularly in regard to human resource management issues. This was not 

surprising since many owner-managers have gone from inventors or product 

developers to managing large workforces in some cases. Other topics relating to 

the acquisition of new skills included planning and prioritising, financial 

management and marketing expertise, in line with the outcomes of the business 

survey. 

 

Developing relationships with educational bodies may help solve this issue and 

some suggested that Knowledge Transfer between universities and SMEs might 

not only be a way of developing new products, but also attracting new recruits. In 

this regard, there was also evidence that once employees joined their firms, they 

tended to stay: staff turnover rates are generally low. This suggests that recruitment 

difficulties relate to perceptions and are not necessarily about the jobs or situations 
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on offer. The research has identified the potential value of collaboration with 

academic partners. In the light of this, and the interest shown by SMEs, a schedule 

of potential HE partnerships, based on interview discussions with SMEs, was 

drawn up to support the development of ISPs. In the light of the potential impact 

and opportunities for scholarly endeavours and further contribution to knowledge, 

these are shown in Table 27: 

 
Company 

Name 

 

Products or Services Potential Areas of Research or Joint 

Working 

Acketts 

 

 

Security management focusing 
on ATMs and banking sector. 

 

Research and development in relation to 
future security challenges and solutions. 

Advante 

 

 

Transport, plant and site 
management services and 
products. 

 

Research projects involving the 
potential paperless office, and AI. 

Atlas 

Computer 

Systems 

 

Software development. 
Bespoke, agile and iterative 
models. 

Research projects involving the 
development of cognitive software and 
AI. 

Birkett Long Solicitors and legal practice. Students from ARU have been involved 
in existing placements. There is scope 
to expand this. 

 

Blackman and 

White 

Design and manufacturer of 
cutting machines and 
composite materials. 

Interest in developing links in relation 
to product development, technical 
drawing and prototypes. 

 

Brynleigh 

 

 

 

Developer and manufacturer 
of electronics including circuit 
boards. 

Research project involving effective 
work and factory layouts and logistics. 
 

 

Camfaud 

Concrete 

Pumps 

 

 

Providers of concrete pumping 
machinery, services and 
technology used in major 

construction projects. 

Potential for scope for ARU to be 
involved in the development of new 
technologies for use in major projects 

such as Crossrail. 

Cheeky Panda 

 

Developers and suppliers of 
unique bamboo-based tissue 

products. 

Currently has links with Essex 
University but would like to explore 

potential for ARU students to intern 
within the company. 

Colchester 

Zoo 

 

Zoological gardens. Wildlife 
preservation. 

Potential for ARU to be involved in 
preservation of wildlife and marketing 

projects. 

Coryton 

Advanced 

Fuels 

Bespoke fuel and 

petrochemical blending and 
storage services. 

 

Recruitment of key skilled personnel a 

priority. The company would be 
interested in fostering links and 

internships. 
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CWind 

 

 

 

Offshore wind company 
offering a wide range of 
services to support 

construction and operations 

Potential research and development 
opportunities within renewable energy 
sector. 

Dementia 

Adventure 

 

Charity providing services to 

those suffering from the 
effects of dementia. 

Research projects assessing the impact 

of services in reducing the burden on 
the NHS or Social Care. 

 

Df2020 

 

 

 

The development of Chatbot 

Technology and Software. 

To assess the potential benefits of using 

chatbot technology in the education 
sector and potential partnering in this 

regard. 

Dura 

Composites 

Fibre glass composite 

developers and manufacturers. 

A variety of potential partnering areas 

including overseas marketing strategies 
and product development. 

Eurogroup 

 

 

 

Design and production of 
seating for theatres, airlines 

etc. 

Opportunities to be involved in 
research, design and technical product 

development for sectors such as 
aviation. 

Greenair Cars 

 

 

 

Taxis, low carbon footprint 
logistics and transportation 

software development. 

Scope for marketing strategy projects 
involving research and targeting of key 

client groups. 

IX Cameras 

 

 

 

Design and manufacturer of 
high-speed photographic 

equipment. 

Company looking to develop all forms 
of educational links. They see 

collaboration as an essential way to 
attract key personnel. 

MG Electric 

 

 

 

Technical product developer 
and supplier including 

batteries, medical equipment 
and electronics. 

Product development. 
KTP awarded and already commenced. 

Printed 

Circuit 

Laboratories 

 

Developers and producers of 
satellite and communication 

panels technology. 

Interested in links in relation to product 
development and to attract potential 

skills and new employees. 

Seeclear 

 

 

 

Designers and providers of 
self-cleaning glass and mirror 

technology. 

Product development. 
KTP awarded and already commenced. 

Shark Infested 

Custard 

 

Designers of game and 
gamification technologies. 

Links already exist with Essex 
University but this company is open to 

new links in management development 
and a gaming hub. 

Tevva Motors Design and modification of 
battery driven trucks 

Potential research and development 
opportunities in the field of battery 

technology. 

Thompsons 

 

 

 

Agriculture and agricultural 
products such as juices. 

Opportunities for research projects 
involving agriculture and distilling 
products. Potential future employment 

opportunities. 

Vertical 

Systems 

 

Suppliers and developers of 

travel and back-office 
software systems. 

Potential links in relation to back-office 

software and systems development. 

 
Table 27: Opportunities for Knowledge Exchange with HE Institutions. 

Source: The Author. 
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The fact that almost 40 per cent of the interview participants had already embarked 

(or were considering embarking on) joint arrangements with an academic partner 

was extremely encouraging. Jones and McPherson (2006) suggested that such 

arrangements were beneficial for SMEs that lacked internal resources and 

expertise. It was a little too early to deduce whether SMEs had experienced any 

difficulties in implementing the benefits across their firms (Jones and McPherson, 

2006) and it is suggested that this area should be considered as part of any future 

studies, particularly those of a longitudinal nature. The uptake of KTP 

arrangements also accorded with the Higher Education Funding Council 

objectives, i.e. a desire to be at the centre of development within regions (HEFC, 

2015). 

 

The author did observe, however, that some owner-managers were not fully aware 

of the possibilities for academic partnerships and it appeared that the majority of 

those SMEs that had established such arrangements had done so on the basis that 

senior staff may have been more gregarious and made a point of seeking out 

collaborations and networking opportunities. This would seem to suggest that there 

was still scope for academic institutions to proactively seek out collaborative 

opportunities to drive research and development opportunities (Crespi et al., 2003). 

 

Partnering and Networking 

In order to support expansion, nine SMEs expressed a desire for greater 

networking, particularly in relation to common issues and exploring commercial 

opportunities. In addition, ‘pairing’ of firms who face similar challenges (and who 

are not in direct competition) was suggested as a way of cost-effectively doing this. 

It was also felt that general networking (particularly amongst the owner-managers 

participating in the research project) could be beneficial and may be a way of 

addressing accommodation, skills, training and management development issues. 

Eleven SMEs (as evidenced in the analysis of the initial questionnaires) were 

already operating non-traditional business structures and models and saw the scope 

to pursue this further. 
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The findings do resonate with the literature concerning characteristics that can 

promote growth. Farrelly et al. (2013) identified ‘personal support networks’ and 

‘active’ networking as high growth indicators. Networking is also closely 

associated with outward looking characteristics which are demonstrated by an 

entrepreneurial orientation (Wang, 2008). 

 

Infrastructure 

Confirming the survey results, during the interviews, there was almost unanimous 

support for ‘Essex as a great place to do business’. Four SMEs did, however, 

identify some infrastructure issues. These included the poor state of the Liverpool 

Street line, particularly as it serves the London Southend airport; the road systems, 

particularly the A12; the railway station in Colchester and the amount of road 

works (and resultant congestion) that seemed to take place around the County. In 

addition, some SMEs in rural areas still experience WIFI connectivity issues. There 

were also suggestions for improved signage, particularly in the Colchester area. 

 

It is understood that good infrastructure is paramount to the success of existing 

SMEs and for attracting others to the area and therefore should continue to be a 

major consideration in Economic Development Policy. It was recognised that 

Essex is attempting to address these issues positively and three firms commented 

also on the opportunities for attracting skills and business on the completion of 

Crossrail. 

 

These issues were supported by the literature in that physical environment can play 

a part in SME growth (Harmancioglu et al., 2009). Commentators had also focused 

on the importance of how SMEs responded to challenges in the external 

environment as an indicator of success; suggesting that the role of internal factors 

was more compelling (Kenny, 2010). 

 

Government and Policy 

Some SMEs identified concerns and challenges that were not necessarily regional 

or county level issues but related to national policies and legal frameworks and how 

they affect small businesses. These included difficulties in the late processing of 
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VAT repayments, complexities with and an inability to obtain export licences 

(which can cause considerable liquidity problems for SMEs who are reliant on a 

small number of orders). Differences in banking regulations; even to those 

operating within the EU, were also identified. It is also worth noting that some of 

the issues in respect of IPRs, discussed earlier in this report, i.e. costs and 

difficulties in navigating the process, may also be matters that can only be 

addressed at a central policy level. 

 

As the interview process took place in the months after the UK voted to leave the 

EU, it was an opportune time to canvass owner-managers’ thoughts about the issue. 

In this respect, no major concerns were expressed about Brexit (as of January 

2017). The issue of uncertainty was raised but, at that time, there was only one 

example whereby a proposed investment had not occurred, although four other 

SMEs stated that they had noted some hesitation amongst their clients in placing 

orders or contracts. Owner-managers, on the whole, were positive about the market 

opportunities that could be ahead and five saw potential for markets in Asia and 

the US.  

 

Nine respondents were very aware they may have to re-profile their cost structures 

where there are increased costs on imports. This had tended to be approached 

positively with many SMEs attempting to minimise the need to pass costs on to the 

customer. Two firms, for example, used the opportunity to review their business 

processes, which resulted in financial savings within their supply chains. This was 

evidenced by the following owner-manager comments: 

 

“Brexit made us look at our business and reprofile it. We are more efficient as a 

result. We squeezed our suppliers.” 

“We used Brexit challenges as a way of re-optimising our supply chain to save 

money.” 

 

Further commentary on Brexit was difficult because much would depend on 

Government Strategy and its implications which would not be known for some 

time. SMEs tended to be of the view that, if ECC were considering providing 
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support in this area, it would probably be best extended to information exchange, 

updates, networking and spreading good practice. 

 

5.3 The Challenge of Growth – Fear and Willingness 

 

One of the most interesting themes uncovered during the interviews was the ‘fear 

of growth’; proving the value of the mixed-methods approach adopted. It was 

unlikely that these concerns could be detected in a survey and, although some 

related themes had arisen in the literature (such as the impostor phenomenon or 

fear of failure), it was a subject that had received less specific attention. Although 

the term (suggested during a Project Team meeting), in itself, sounds dramatic, it 

does reflect the responses of owner-managers of at least 10 per cent of SMEs. As 

one respondent put it: 

 

“The culture of our company is quite laissez-faire and we want to preserve that. 

We want to keep the energy of the early days as we move to a more hierarchical 

structure. We want to keep our idea generating culture as we grow. We now need 

to bring in new senior staff to what is essentially a family run business. This is a 

big risk and challenge for us.” 

 

Whilst the majority of the SMEs being studied had growth as a strategic aim 

(although this cannot be assumed), some owner-managers were mindful that such 

expansion could lead to changes in their organisational structures and cultures. 

There was concern that the small, energetic, innovative teams could lose those 

characteristics as a ‘hierarchy’ develops or new roles were established. Six SMEs 

described themselves as having a ‘family feel’ and were cautious about recruiting 

to additional management or leadership roles. It was apparent in a large number of 

cases that the core team was often the reason that innovation had occurred (and 

often had led to the company being formed in the first place). Expansion, while 

remaining centred to corporate values and retaining the innovative team dynamics, 

was an area of concern for these firms. In addition, SMEs pointed out that as their 

operational demands grow, they must still find time to innovate in the way they had 

previously been doing. Some of the longer standing SMEs had experienced fear of 



 

164 

 

growth and change on the part of long serving staff. This had presented human 

resource management challenges which are also referred to under the skills theme 

in this chapter. 

 

Decisions around growth choices may also not be about fear. To not want growth, 

may simply be a lifestyle choice. As one owner-manager put it: 

 

“I make enough money. What would I do with anymore?” 

 

In this respect, the literature had also revealed the need to consider whether the 

notion that all SMEs have ‘growth’ as a strategic objective is entirely accurate. 

Whilst in the majority of firms this is undoubtedly true, the study revealed that it 

should not be presumed that that is always the case. The reasons for ‘fear of growth’ 

may sometimes outweigh the benefits that growth could bring. It may also be the 

case that stability and survival are more important. In addition, although traditional 

linear models of growth are now less relevant, the author is of the view that stability 

(allowing survival) may be a precursor to growth or confidence to grow. This is 

supported by Duarte (2004) who suggested that real innovation cannot occur until 

an SME has grown into a larger firm. Understanding how these more nuanced 

factors are relevant is demonstrated by the following owner-managers’ comments: 

 

“I have gone from inventor to entrepreneur.” 

“The company has gone from a bunch of enthusiastic amateurs who were very 

innovative to a structure that still contains all these elements but now has project 

management expertise.” 

“Our goal is to have a big impact but not necessarily become a large company.” 

“We don’t play with money or believe in debt. 2008 was scary, we don’t ever want 

to be in that position again!” 

“One major company (who we supplied to) wrote to me and said, “We the 19th 

largest company in the world and we don’t pay upfront!” so I wrote back and said, 

“We are one of the smallest companies in the world and we need payment!”. They 

then paid us.” 
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The author concluded that it was key to consider the following issues when 

developing ISPs and economic growth strategies for SMEs. These may have 

previously been underplayed in the literature or by policymakers: 

⎯ an incorrect assumption that all small businesses wish to grow; 

⎯ that an SME’s initial goal may be survival; 

⎯ fear of growth can exist and needs to be recognised by policymakers.  

 

5.4 Additional Thematic Analysis 

 

As part of the analysis, the author used NVivo to further identify themes that were 

raised during the interviews. These had been collected from the recorded audio and 

subsequent transcript notes. NVivo was set to collect topics on the basis of 

frequency distribution. These results are illustrative and shown purely to add extra 

depth and breadth to the main thematic analysis. The following shows how many 

times certain topics (or those related to the key words) arose. They comprise the 

top ten issues and are ranked in order of times mentioned in the 50 interviews. Out 

of the top ten themes identified, seven reflected human, leadership and strategic 

factors: 

 

Themes 
 

Number of times mentioned Weighted percentage 

Development 260 1.43% 

Support 249 1.37% 

Clients 210 1.15% 

Needs 201 1.10% 

Market 187 1.03% 

Challenges 177 0.97% 

Innovation 174 0.96% 

Culture 124 0.88% 

Networking 113 0.68% 

People 109 0.62% 

 

The results further reinforce the importance of leadership and cultural aspects to 

success. In addition, characteristics and factors such as networking and obtaining 

support can be significant. It is noted that human factors and soft issues appeared 



 

166 

 

in the most frequent themes; over and above harder factors such as USP, 

Productivity and Finance. This is supported in much of the literature, particularly 

the work of Ashkenas and Manville (2018) and Dyer et al. (2009) who focused on 

the importance of shaping vision, relationships and culture as a driver for 

innovation. 

 

5.5 Summary 

 

The first study of its kind in Essex, the semi-structured interviews provided an 

important opportunity to identify key challenges, support needs and CSFs that 

facilitate innovation and growth in SMEs. The qualitative research, as well as the 

findings of the literature and survey will assist in defining what the author can 

conclude are CSFs that can be supported and developed through ISPs.  

 

The co-operation in providing essential data and the openness shown by owner-

managers undoubtedly contributed to the author gaining a real understanding of 

factors that would assist in answering the research questions. 

 

The nature and conduct of the interviews, and the adherence to ethical 

considerations, allowed the author to gain important insights and an understanding 

of the issues that are faced by owner-managers. This was essential to ensure the 

validity and overall value of the study. The author gratefully acknowledges the 

candid nature of the interviews and the spirit of co-operation exhibited to the study 

by owner-managers. 

 

A synthesis of findings of the various research stages will now be discussed in the 

next chapter as we address the Research Questions and will also inform the thesis’ 

conclusions in the final chapter. 
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Chapter Six: Synthesis and Discussion: 

 

6.1 Addressing the Research Questions 

 

This chapter brings together the findings of the search strategies utilised in this 

study with the aim of identifying the pertinent issues to address the research 

questions and objectives. It also aims to provide a body of information that can be 

used to support the recommendations; in particular, the development of a 

framework for SME innovation and growth support based on CSFs. The chapter 

will go on to answer the research questions in line with the sociological framework 

of Scott (1995) and situational opportunities described by Johns (2006) that formed 

part of the conceptual framework described in Chapter 2. 

 

Figure 10 provides a synthesis of the areas that have been under consideration, i.e. 

the stages of the research process that were discussed in Chapters Four and Five: 

 

Figure 10: Structure of Synthesis of Findings. 

Source: The Author 

 

Table 28 below shows a detailed overview and synthesis of the key issues and 

findings from each research area discussed in the preceding chapters. Presented in 

this way, it is possible to gain a holistic perspective to reflect more widely on the 

findings. In addition, it enables the researcher to establish common themes as the 

research questions are addressed: 
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Literature Review 

• Importance of SMEs to UK Economy - 50% annual GDP; 99% of all businesses 

• DTI and BEIS Strategy 

• Growth Indicators – turnover; headcount 

• Innovation Types – process; product; organisational; market and disruptive 

• Critical Growth Factors – leadership; structure; skills; entrepreneurial orientation; difficult 

for competitors to imitate; market orientation 

• Sociological institutional framework as a way of viewing resilience 

Business Survey and Focus Group Themes 

• Challenges – commercialisation of innovations; intellectual property (IP), patents and 

trademarks; accommodation; digital marketing and conversion 

• Success Factors – support from County and Boroughs; entrepreneurial spirit and vision; 

leadership; skilled staff; responsiveness to change 

• EIP Mentoring Arrangements – entering new markets; raising finance; marketing strategy 

• Mentors from Large Organisations – Ford etc. 

• SME support – County and Borough initiatives; signposting; problem solving; provision for 

hubs and incubation, Economic Development strategies and staff 

• Networking – events and introductions 

• Award Schemes – County and Authority levels 

• Training and Development – workshops; events 

• Infrastructure – WIFI 

• Planning and development 

• Academic Links – ARU; Essex University; local schools and colleges 

Characteristics of High Growth Innovative SMEs 

• Leadership – Loose tight; entrepreneurial; remaining ‘centred’ in core values whilst growing 

• Innovation – unique products and services; integral to all business processes; a core value 

and key component of the executive role 

• Customer Orientation – ‘customer’ as opposed to ‘market’ focus, bespoke and ‘agile’ 

products and service agreements 

• Business Models – working with or not afraid to explore non-traditional organisational 

arrangements, partnering, consultants, hubs etc. 

• Challenges – positive approach; agile systems; responsive to change 

• Culture – open and inclusive; freedom to experiment; good employee involvement and 

opportunities to contribute; recognition of contribution, award schemes, staff development; 

succession planning 

Interview Themes 

• Challenges – digital marketing and conversion; entering new markets; intellectual property 

(IP), particularly patents; accommodation and planning permission; attracting skills and 

succession planning; increasing networks; infrastructure, WIFI, Roads (A12), public 

transport (L. St. railway line); fear of growth; training and development for key staff 

• Government and Policy – VAT returns; regulations regarding payment of invoices; patent 

process and protection; banking arrangements across different territories; BREXIT 

 
Table 28: Overview and Synthesis of Research Findings. 

Source: The Author. 

 

The synthesis contains a broad range of themes affecting SME growth and, whilst 

some of the issues are more relevant to answering the research questions and the 

aims of the study than others, it is hoped that all outcomes may stimulate further 

academic or policy interest or actions to address specific issues. 
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The following sections now go on to examine the findings that are significant in 

answering the original research questions. At this stage of the process, the author 

concluded that the decision to use the cognitive, normative and regulative lenses 

(Scott, 2005; Griffin, 2007) as part of the conceptual framework had proved to be 

a valuable way of considering the research outcomes from the individual owner 

manager, strategic and policy standpoints (Kibler et al., 2014). In addition, by 

framing the findings in this way, an opportunity was provided to examine the roles 

played by the various actors and agencies (including ECC, the LEP and academic 

communities) and the positioning of policy support. Table 29 provides an overview 

of the issues uncovered in response to the research questions: 

 

Research Questions Findings 

Q1: Cognitive Lenses: 

 

Owner-managers and 

Individual SMEs. 

CSFs. 

 

Culture and structure 

Business strategies 

Networks 

Agile business models 

USP 

Critical Leadership Characteristics (CLC) 

 

Q2: Normative Lenses: 

 

Strategic considerations, 

choices and positioning. 

 

Strategic challenges. 

 

Human capital 

Customer Focus 

Partnership and networking 

Knowledge-sharing 

Challenges – IPR, social media marketing, access to new 

markets, skills and succession planning 

Q3: Institutional Lenses: 

 

Lessons for policymakers. 

ISPs 

Assumptions about growth and owner-managers 

Metrics and measuring growth 

Innovation Support Programmes (ISP) 

Mentoring and support 

Policy, planning and infrastructure 

 

 

Table 29: Summary of Key Findings by Research Questions. 

Source: The Author. 

 

The thesis now turns to the specific research questions outlined in Chapter 2 and is 

structured in terms of the lenses and contexts (Johns, 2006) proposed in the 

conceptual framework for the study. 
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6.2 Q1: Key Characteristics of Owner-Managers and SMEs: 

Cognitive Lenses: 

 

It became clear from the research that successful SMEs were demonstrating similar 

competences and characteristics, regardless of their products, services or age which 

could be described as CSFs (Storey, 1994; Felin and Foss, 2009; Wennberg, 2013). 

These could be grouped into five distinct but linked areas and included leadership, 

USP, networks, culture and structure and strategy; building on many of the 

characteristics that promote growth and innovation revealed in the literature 

(Farrelly et al., 2013). The study had revealed that these CSFs can be summarised 

as follows: 

 

Culture and Structure 

An open, entrepreneurial, non-hierarchical and innovative culture where there is 

freedom from fear, opportunities for idea generation and excellent communication 

and staff involvement arrangements (Wang, 2008; Gupta, 2013). There is also 

evidence of open-mindedness and organisational learning (Goldmark, 2009; Sidik, 

2012; Love and Roper, 2015). Not only does this create environments that are 

conducive to creativity and growth, it also has a positive bearing on securing and 

retaining human capital (Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 2015). 

 

Business Strategies 

There is evidence of clear vision and strategy in terms of product development, 

markets to be exploited and goals (Kanter, 2006). Business strategies are 

sufficiently flexible to respond to challenges and involve and are understood by all 

staff (Acikdilli and Ayhan, 2013). A willingness to embrace agile contracting and 

business models (Harmancioglu et al., 2009) and a positive technology orientation 

to facilitate business solutions (Lo et al., 2016). 

 

Networks 

The SME is well networked and non-protectionist. The firm exploits opportunities 

for open innovation, business partnering, collaboration, knowledge-sharing, 
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funding, joint ventures and high-value networks (Goldmark, 2009; Sidik, 2012; 

OECD, 2013). A willingness to partner with academic institutions and other 

agencies. Effective use of publicity and media. 

 

Unique Selling Point (USP) 

The SME has unique services and products or those that are difficult for 

competitors to imitate (MacPherson and Holt, 2007; Ichijo, 2007). A willingness 

to embark on disruptive innovation where possible that attract new markets 

(Christensen, 2006; Manning, 2019). 

 

Leadership 

Leadership is visionary and transformational to allow creativity to flourish (Hamel 

and LaBarre, 2012). It also contains essential transactional elements to ensure 

targets are met and innovations are commercialised (Paulsen et al., 2012).  

 

On further analysis, it was clear that the CSFs were interdependent and were found 

in all the successful SMEs surveyed (to a greater or lesser extent). From this 

observation, it was possible to conclude that if one of the CSFs were missing, the 

chances of success could be substantially reduced. An absence of two or more may 

result in failure. This builds upon the work of Dyer et al. (2009) in relation to firms 

having the right ‘DNA’ for innovation to take place. The study, therefore (from 

both the literature and survey responses), has revealed that leadership and dynamic 

capabilities exhibited on the part of owner-managers and SMEs could be regarded 

as the most important of the CSFs identified. 

 

Young (2017) reinforced that building the right culture is an important factor in 

determining performance. In innovative SMEs, we witness cultures that are 

decentralised, motivated to adopt new ideas with positive attitudes towards change 

(Harmancioglu et al., 2009). To achieve this, leadership not only requires the 

generation of new ideas but also a means of commercially exploiting them (Oke et 

al., 2009). Successful owner-managers demonstrated that these entrepreneurial 

orientations and characteristics were evident in their own firms (Gupta et al, 2013; 

Jones et al., 2018). 
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To support these observations, derived from the literature and the study, this thesis 

has concluded that there are a range of Critical Leadership Characteristics (CLCs) 

that can increase the potential for survival and growth. These span owner-manager 

orientations and their influence on a firm’s dynamics including climate and 

strategies (Hamel and LaBarre, 2012; Dyer et al., 2009; Kanter, 2006; Farrelly et 

al., 2013). 

 

To this end, the results of this thesis are summarised in a CSF framework which 

extends to insights to useful frameworks of Critical Leadership Characteristics 

(CLC). This builds on CSF frameworks proposed by earlier studies (Storey, 1994; 

Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 2015). The CLCs include five important orientations on 

the part of owner-managers, the firm and strategic choices and positioning under 

the headings of Climate, Centering, Challenges, Connectivity and Character 

(Gray et al., 2012; Farrelly et al., 2013; Love and Roper, 2015; Abbosh et 

al., 2019). The answers to the research questions reveal that SMEs that have 

embedded such characteristics are likely to show a greater degree of resilience and 

enhanced dynamic capabilities (Kibler et al. 2014; Hossain et al., 2016). These 

CLCs are explored again in Chapter Seven where they form the basis of 

recommendations for future audit and development tools. 

 

From the studies considered during the literature review, the development of those 

dynamics has received less attention in ISPs than programmes focusing on hard 

factors such as ‘entry to new markets’ (Farrelly et al, 2013). This is possibly due 

to the abstract nature of the issues and the perceived difficulty in supporting the 

growth of these characteristics; ISPs being focused mainly on more tangible 

aspects of SME needs and challenges (ECC, 2012). 

 

Hamel and LaBarre (2012) suggested that the changing business environment, i.e. 

from one of regulation and uniformity to one of agility, means that it is “irregular 

people with irregular ideas that create irregular sales and profits” (Hamel and 

LaBarre, 2012, p.2). Creating environments that can support this standpoint is vital 

for innovation to flourish. This means great challenges for leadership in embedding 

a culture equipped to do this. The author noted that some SMEs had utilised the 
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opportunity to do this from the outset since developing the right cultural dynamics 

is easier at the start of a company rather than attempting to change an already 

established culture. Staying true and centred around those values also becomes very 

important as growth occurs. 

 

6.3 Q2: Strategic Considerations and Challenges for SMEs: 

Normative Lenses: 

 

This section discusses the findings in relation to the second Research Question. 

These findings, in the context of the Normative Lens, concern the strategic choices 

made by SMEs, particularly in how they interact with their external environment 

(Johns, 2006). Whilst the findings focus on positive strategic aspects such as the 

value placed on human capital and networking, this section also discusses 

challenges faced by owner-mangers and SMEs and expands on the more significant 

areas such as ‘skills’ and ‘IPR’. This understanding is particularly relevant to issues 

that need to be addressed through ISPs. 

 

The Importance of Human Capital 

The study has revealed the high value that owner-managers and their SMEs place 

on skilled and motivated employees in achieving growth and success (Dampanour 

and Schneider, 2006). It is also apparent that recruitment and retention has not 

typically been addressed in ISPs in Essex. There was also evidence that recruitment 

difficulties were hindering progress for some SMEs and, in a few cases, succession 

planning, in a meaningful sense, did not exist. Two companies, in particular, had 

demonstrated an unhealthy reliance on certain key members of staff and one SME 

had no plan for dealing with the impending retirement of its founder member. 

 

In addition, a large proportion of SMEs had experienced difficulties in the 

implementation of apprenticeship arrangements as a way of addressing recruitment 

gaps. This was because of the perceived bureaucratic nature of the application 

process and confusion over what agencies were involved to support firms in setting 

up such arrangements. Participants also felt there was a need to undertake 

additional promotion on the geographical area as a good place to work and for 

investment. It was noted that Essex SMEs suffer from what was described as ‘the 
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pull of London’. ISPs therefore should look to include measures to support the 

acquisition of human capital and talent. This was supported by themes in the 

literature such as Jack and Anderson’s (2002) assertion that surrounding regions 

should create a context of ‘embeddedness’ of entrepreneurial activity around SMEs 

(Kibler et al., 2014). 

 

There was also evidence to suggest that SMEs that had formed partnerships, such 

as KTPs, with academic institutions had found this an excellent way of securing 

additional skills and potential new recruits (BIS, 2011; ECC 2012). It was, 

however, also evident that not all SMEs were aware of these arrangements and the 

possibilities in terms of recruitment and promotion that they offer. This situation 

accorded with Jones and McPherson (2006) who had suggested that collaborative 

arrangements had not been introduced without problems. There was evidence 

initially that suggested that owner-managers needed to be more pro-active in 

accessing support. Further, SMEs had experienced difficulties in implementing the 

benefits across their organisations (Jones and McPherson, 2006). A decade on, the 

thesis showed that some of those issues still existed and that there was a need to be 

proactive in the promotion and establishment of such opportunities as part of future 

ISPs. The HEFCE was aware of this issue and had introduced measures to 

encourage further partnerships (HEFCE, 2015). 

 

The study also revealed the importance of talent management and many of the 

successful SMEs had well-developed appraisal and performance review systems to 

recognise innovation (Damanpour and Schneider, 2006, 2009). A number of 

owner-mangers had implemented innovative reward systems that had had a 

positive bearing on staff retention. These included flexible working, bonus schemes 

and extended leave arrangements. 

 

Marketing 

The study showed that SMEs (particularly larger and more established ones) were 

aware of the need for marketing strategies and many had developed these 

successfully, sometimes through mentoring arrangements provided by ECC or 

professional associations. The author noted that the exploration of the issue of 
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marketing required clarification, particularly in terms of the separation of strategic 

and operational issues. On probing more deeply through the interview process, 

SMEs indicated that they had found difficulties in coping with digital marketing 

and exploiting the opportunities that it offered. The principal reasons for this were: 

that the area was fast-changing, with new applications for video, online presence 

and data collection and targeting, being introduced and, that expertise needed to 

engage with digital marketing methods was not always readily available within 

SMEs (Gray et al., 2012). 

 

Firms expressed a desire to better manage online and social media footprints and it 

was acknowledged that the expertise needed to fully maximize a digital presence 

was considerable. Studies explored in the literature supported this viewpoint, in 

particular Kenny (2015) and Heydebreck et al. (2000) where it was revealed that 

SMEs can need support in terms of marketing and sales cycles. The need to provide 

access for SME to new technologies such as ‘cloud’ arrangements, had also begun 

to be an important part of innovation schemes across the UK and internationally 

(Clarke, 2019). 

 

Owner-managers also confirmed that entering new markets presented significant 

challenges for SMEs. Some work in creating opportunities in territories such as 

China had been undertaken in conjunction with ECC business mentors. In addition, 

joint gatherings with business leaders and potential investors from China to meet 

SMEs had been arranged but more work was needed in this area. SMEs did not 

readily have expertise or connections to gain access to new markets. The ability to 

enter new markets was generally seen as being within the domain of larger 

companies that would have staffing and infrastructure that were capable of working 

within globalised environments (Altinay et al., 2016). Some SMEs were also aware 

that as the UK moves towards Brexit, these issues may become increasingly 

important. 

 

In view of the importance of these areas to growth, ISPs can be valuable in creating 

widespread application of new technologies and developing capacity and expertise 

to enter new markets (Sukarmijan and Sapong, 2013). The literature had pointed to 
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the fact that these needs may be cost-effectively addressed through networking, 

pairing and partnering and mentor arrangements (Cunningham et al., 2012). 

 

Intellectual Property (IPR) 

Intellectual property can create value within an SME for the lifetime of the 

business, yet it is costly and challenging to achieve (FSB, 2017, Frietsch et al., 

2013). Its value is “not often adequately appreciated” and as it “may enhance value 

in the eyes of investors, strategic utilisation of intellectual property can 

substantially enhance competitiveness of SMEs” and is a “power tool for economic 

growth” (Sukarmijan and Sapong, 2013, pp.74 - 75). IPR issues were, therefore, 

featured as part of the study with a number of SMEs experiencing difficulties in 

this area. One SME reported that they had made a strategic decision not to enter 

certain markets because of patent infringements that they had experienced. SMEs 

often lacked expertise in this area and were also skeptical about whether IPR 

offered real protection. Participants expressed the view that it would be difficult to 

enforce those rights with large organisations that had ‘deeper pockets’ and could 

resist a challenge from an SME. Owner-managers were also aware that IPR can be 

a lengthy and costly process that, again, can normally only be within the domain 

of larger companies. This view is reinforced by Neuhausler (2012) who suggested 

that SMEs do not have the resources available and virtually less market power to 

enforce their rights (Neuhausler 2012, as cited in Frietsch et al., 2013). 

 

The study showed how IPR can impact marketing strategies and, in particular, the 

motivation to pioneer new innovations. In the light of this, it should receive 

consideration through ISPs and, in turn, may need intervention by policy changes 

at national levels. Whilst it also might be problematic in terms of time and resources 

to provide individual SMEs with support in this area, it could be addressed through 

pairing and networking and mentoring arrangements where SMEs can share costs 

and expertise. 
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Partnerships and Networking 

The study showed that high growth and innovative SMEs were receptive to and 

involved in collaborative endeavours and networking (Kearney and MaHattie, 

2014). 

 

Such SMEs had been able to access funding and expertise that had had a major 

contribution to their success. Further, SMEs that demonstrated a non-protectionist 

outlook had enabled them to exploit joint ventures. Firms that had formed academic 

partnerships such as KTPs were enjoying the benefits in terms of the skills acquired 

and the potential kudos that the arrangements can bring (HEFCE, 2015). Some 

SMEs had formed strong links with the media which had helped to publicise their 

achievements. The study showed that this aspect had been so important to success 

for some firms that it could be deemed a vital contributor to growth and should be 

encouraged in ISPs. These findings were mirrored in the literature and were 

evidenced in indicators of high growth (Farrelly et al., 2013), i.e. active 

networking, personal support networks and partnering. The characteristics of 

networking have also figured largely in HBR’s work on defining an innovator’s 

DNA (Dyer et al., 2009; Hamel and LaBarre, 2012). Here, a distinction is drawn 

between networking to access resources and networking with different people to 

expand knowledge domains; the latter being considered more important and 

demonstrated by owner-managers included in the study. 

 

6.4 Q3: Key Lessons for Policymakers: 

Institutional Lenses 

 

This section brings together findings in respect of the third research question in an 

institutional context which concern lessons for policymakers and other agencies 

involved in the provision of support for SME growth. It also discusses matters of 

policy, planning and infrastructure and regulatory frameworks that guide 

innovation support and economic development in Essex (and more widely). 
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Metrics and Measuring Growth 

The literature revealed that there was no overarching model that existed for 

determining business growth (Dobbs and Hamilton, 2007). This was further 

reinforced by Fadahunsi (2012) who concluded that a wholly reliable model may 

not ever be reached. Owner-managers confirmed those difficulties and were keen 

to point out that factors that may increase one growth measure may not necessarily 

give a true reflection of performance. The literature had also suggested that 

measuring performance could benefit from lessons learned from venture capitalists 

who tended to focus on both important quantitative and qualitative (including 

innovation management processes) outcomes (Grunfeld et al., 2011). This was an 

important issue for owner-managers because they were aware that decisions 

affecting future innovation support may have been based on metrics used by policy 

makers. Metrics may also have a bearing on an SME’s ability to attract investment 

and other forms of support. Fadahunsi (2012) commented on the fact that some 

measures and data were difficult for companies to produce. Owner-managers 

supported this view and suggested that research projects should involve a 

combination of readily available data that would, at least, provide a reliable metric 

such as growth in sales or turnover. Being aware that, for SMEs, time really is 

money, the author surmised that this approach would also assist in ensuring that 

firms would be enthusiastic about participating future activities and research 

projects or bidding for innovation support opportunities. Delmar (1997) recognized 

some of the weaknesses in metrics created by ‘size’ of the organisation being 

studied but concurred that, for small businesses, growth in turnover and staffing 

can be useful because of the organic nature of SMEs. 

 

Measuring specific innovation outcomes similarly presents challenges and Grupp 

and Mogee (2004) observed that the robustness of innovation scoreboards had been 

criticised empirically. Again, owner-managers acknowledged these difficulties and 

suggested that the term innovation can be widely interpreted. This was reinforced 

in 2018 through research involving over 1500 managers conducted by Anglia 

Ruskin University which found that innovation “means different things to different 

people” (Martin, 2018, p. 47). Although, some owner-managers were aware of the 

Oslo manual definitions of innovation which attempt to provide structure and 
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clarity, many participants were of the opinion that innovation is intangible and not 

directly observable (Grupp, 2009). This was also supported by Manning (2019) 

who observed that one obstacle when looking to innovate can be figuring out what 

the word actually means to companies. For one company, it could be rolling out a 

virtual reality workforce and for another it may mean using cloud technology file 

storage (Manning, 2019). 

 

It was also understood that innovation was impacting many areas of business (and 

society) and neat distinctions cannot always be easily drawn. This is still the trend 

with innovation manifesting itself in many areas such as recruitment, banking 

(Fintech), workforce development, management arrangements and teaching and 

education (Inside Higher Education, 2019). 

 

In the light of the difficulties in arriving at quantitative methods to assess 

innovation activity, owner-managers favoured an approach that would involve 

qualitative methods that could highlight infrastructure, culture and innovation 

strategies (Thomas and Gornall, 2002). These findings were also supported by the 

literature, in that, qualitative issues go some way to addressing the problems that 

Grupp (2009) had identified in quantifying the effect of innovation. 

 

Assumptions about SME and Owner-Managers’ Aims and Objectives 

The literature had revealed that there can be a variety of factors that may influence 

owner-manager objectives (Wiklund et al., 2003). These findings had been 

mirrored in the study suggesting that survival and stability (and not necessarily 

growth) may be the primary goals of many SMEs (Duarte, 2004). This suggests 

that a nuanced perspective needs to be taken in the targeting of innovation support; 

the study confirming that assumptions that all SMEs and owner-managers have the 

same motivations are not always accurate (Burkinshaw and Hansen 2007). Jones 

et al. (2018) suggested that “there can be too much emphasis to achieve and be 

wealthy in society” (Jones et al., 2018, p.234). This may reflect in the assumptions 

society tends to make about entrepreneurs and their goals. 
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In this respect, one of the significant findings was the issue of ‘fear of growth’ Fear 

can come in a number of guises. Many owner-managers were aware that growth 

would often involve recruiting new members of staff, particularly at senior levels. 

Growth may lead to changes in their own roles and, in some cases, make them more 

distant from innovation and business processes (Kanter, 2006). There was also a 

view that the SME might not be able to remain ‘centred’ on the core values that 

had originally brought it success. Some participants remarked that change may 

have a detrimental effect on culture. The author observed, however, that ‘fear of 

growth’ was subtly different to ‘fear of change’. Fear of change tends to reflect 

anxiety about potential negative consequences of situations that may affect a 

company or jobs. It tends to relate to the impact of external factors such as the 

economy or market, changing product life cycles leading to a risk of antiquation 

(Simon, 2013). Fear of growth relates more to the conscious personal decision 

making of owner-managers. The outcome of those decisions carries with it some 

risk to the company. 

 

Wiklund et al. (2003) stated that “positive experiences of growth are likely to 

enhance the motivation of a small business manager to expand the firm whereas 

negative expectations of growth are likely to reduce the growth motivation” 

(Wiklund et al., p.251, 2003). Cacciotti and Hayton (2015) suggested, however, 

that ‘fear’ had long been dismissed as an entirely negative characteristic. A newer 

perspective has emerged that fear can be conquered or that it is even a positive 

condition to be embraced (Morgan and Sisak, 2016). Recognising that this 

phenomenon exists is important and the author concluded that it should be 

considered when designing ISPs and be supported through mentoring and 

networking and personal development planning and training. 

 

Innovation Support Programmes 

ISPs can make a significant contribution to the SME sector. In 2016, the ESRC had 

found from their studies that the role of national and local government was crucial 

in supporting and encouraging SMEs (ESRC, 2016). They further reported that 

initiatives such as the Government’s Business Growth Service, Innovate UK and 

UK Trade & Investment had had a positive impact and could be expanded further. 
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It was the case, however, that successful interventions were dependent on the reach, 

design and delivery of ISPs (Fayolle et al., 2006; Beynon et al., 2020). 

 

This thesis has demonstrated that there may have been an imbalance of support in 

favour of early-stage SMEs and entrepreneurs (Shane, 2008). This was not to 

suggest that this form of support did not have value, as it is understood that early-

stage firms would have a substantial range of needs; including finding suitable 

premises, product development and securing finance and also have the potential to 

become larger firms. This may, however, have resulted in a shortage of support for 

HGFs, those in the later stages of growth or older SMEs in the Essex region. Such 

companies that were generally already contributing to the economic development 

of the region may have a different range of needs. In addition, the author was able 

to deduce that older, more established SMEs had been left with the impression that 

regional support initiatives did not necessarily apply to them. 

 

In recent years, the UK Government had also provided support to certain sectors 

that it considered important in terms of national and global challenges. Examples 

of these sectors included technology e.g. artificial intelligence, robotics; renewable 

energies and environmental issues (Burke, 2019). Funding for individual sectors 

had been made available for key industries to work in conjunction with the 

academic community in these priority areas. It was, therefore, possible to conclude 

that, in conjunction with these sector support schemes, and, with regional and 

district programmes favouring early stage entrepreneurs and start-ups, older and 

larger SMEs may have fallen between the two initiatives. 

 

The findings also revealed that here may have been a tendency to design 

programmes around previous initiatives or a ‘supposition’ on the part of the 

policymakers of needs or wants. There were few examples of regions that had 

undertaken systematic research prior to introducing ISPs. This is not to underplay 

the importance of existing initiatives such as incubation hubs or the hard work that 

economic development teams had undertaken with individual firms. It is hoped that 

this study will help to promote some re-focusing of innovation support that will 

yield greater return on its investment. For example, in Essex, one of the key 
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objectives outlined in its Organisation Strategy (ECC, 2017) was to ensure a higher 

number of larger companies existed within the region and the repositioning of ISP 

activities could be an important way of achieving this. 

 

Findings revealed that ECC methods of support comprised physical aspects such 

as accommodation and facilities for new SMEs end entrepreneurs. There was also 

‘signposting’ for funding and market opportunities. Firms had also received 

support in relation to product development, legal and contract matters. Much of 

this work was undertaken through business mentors employed by the county 

council or individual authorities. To qualify for mentorship, SMEs that were 

deemed to have growth potential were accepted onto the Essex Innovation 

Programme (EIP) and allocated a mentor for an agreed period, normally one year. 

The author observed that there was not necessarily a systematic way for ECC to 

identify this growth potential. Applicants were considered on a case by case basis 

by an Economic Development Officer. Whilst it is understood that the selection 

process had positive aims, it was evident that it could result in a situation where 

only SMEs that were aware of and had the motivation to apply for a place on the 

scheme, were selected. Again, this practice possibly had gone some way to 

explaining why Shane (2009) had opened debate about whether the return on 

investment was worth the support that policymakers had been providing for early 

stage start-ups and entrepreneurs. 

 

Mentoring, Personal Development and Associated Support 

The mentorship available to Essex SMEs primarily comprised providing practical 

knowledge and expertise. It would not normally include personal and professional 

issues such as leadership or the development of organisational culture and dynamic 

capabilities. Although the existing mentoring arrangements were highly praised by 

the research participants, the literature revealed a greater scope for and role that 

mentorship can play in areas that the study had revealed as being important to 

success. In particular, more recent commentators had discussed the need for key 

skills in the management of human capital, networking and strategy (Hird and 

Drummond, 2015; Dyer et al., 2009). In this respect, the thesis has revealed that 

the remit of mentoring offered as part of ISPs in Essex could be extended and 
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broadened to include an emphasis on personal and leadership development. As 

mentioned earlier, this may be a way of building confidence and overcoming some 

of the factors associated with fear of growth. 

 

In this regard, some owner-managers revealed that they have a lack of confidence 

in certain management areas. These areas had included leading and managing 

change. Two female participants, in particular, remarked on difficulties they had 

experienced in relation to working within male dominated environments or sectors 

that had principally employed males such as engineering and manufacturing. They 

had felt under pressure to ‘prove themselves’. The author saw similar 

characteristics to those described as the ‘impostor phenomenon’ (Cozzarelli and 

Major 1990). This phenomenon reflects a belief that a person is inadequate despite 

evidence to the contrary. Young (2011) described the issue as one of the ‘secret 

thoughts’ of successful women. The author observed that, the phenomenon was not 

generally demonstrated by females who owned their companies or who had been 

involved with them from the outset. It was raised by those who joined in a male 

dominated environment where the male is the ‘norm’ (Martin et al., 2017). 

 

The fact that this type of phenomenon was being uncovered in the study reinforced 

the importance of utilising ISPs to enhance leadership and personal dynamics and 

capabilities to develop self-confidence, particularly amongst senior female staff 

within SMEs. This approach would support issues uncovered through both 

cognitive and regulative lenses and could be addressed by the provision of an 

enhanced role for mentors. An interesting case study in this respect was one female 

owner-manager who had arranged their own mentorship with a director of a large 

organisation in order to develop expertise in managing more complex and 

challenging human resource issues. These findings, again, supported the need to 

explore what role mentor and mentor networks and networking could play in future 

ISPs.  

 

Continuing on the theme of support available, the author did note that some 

incubation centres and schemes were offering workshops on certain management 

topics, but these were accessed on a self-select basis by SME owners who had been 
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made aware of the opportunities. The author formed the view that issues such as 

leadership development may need to be an integral part of ISPs rather than an 

‘offering’ that required the SME to proactively seek out (Altinay et al., 2016). In 

addition, because of the ‘self-select’ nature of training initiatives, there was no 

evidence that attendance on such programmes was part of coherent personal 

development plans. In this respect, the author deduced that if mentorship could be 

extended to include personal development, such training initiatives could be 

selected on the basis of planned need of owner-managers and others within the 

SME. In addition, the drawing up of personal development plans may provide 

important general themes that could be included by ECC in their ISPs. 

 

Overall, the study reinforced the importance of leadership and culture to growth 

and innovation (Hamel and LaBarre, 2012). Whilst the author found that these 

characteristics existed within the successful SMEs, it is not known whether this had 

occurred more ‘through luck then judgment’ as the issues had not been a significant 

part of the ISPs on offer. Did certain firms flourish because owner-managers had 

already acquired softer skills or softer HR practices were already in place? Could 

more SMEs flourish if these skills could be developed? The author observed that 

these factors not only could be key to success but may also provide clues for 

policymakers in respect of identifying firms with higher growth potential. 

 

Knowledge Transfer 

The fact that this study and thesis had been established as part of an academic 

partnership with ARU is noteworthy and has demonstrated the value of bringing 

together outside expertise, policymakers and the business community in what has 

been a successful study (HEFCE, 2015). It is hoped that this can continue to 

provide a roadmap for future initiatives and impact studies that are proposed as part 

of this thesis. 

 

Ten per cent of the SMEs had or were in the process of establishing academic 

partnerships as KTPs or KEEPs (HEFCE, 2015; Lupova-Henry, 2018). There was 

still, however, a gap in knowledge about the opportunities available to SMEs and, 

during the interviews, over 50 per cent of owner-managers expressed an interest in 
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exploring the possibilities of academic partnering. A full schedule of the current 

and potential opportunities was discussed in Chapter Five and shown in Table 27. 

In the light of this demand and the possibilities for academic, research, policy and 

product development that knowledge transfer can bring, it was concluded that this 

should receive special attention and form part of a proposed support framework for 

follow-up action. This is discussed further under recommendations in Chapter 7. 

 

Policy, Planning and Infrastructure 

There was evidence to suggest that SMEs had a number of issues that were in the 

domain of the county councils and central government. These included 

infrastructure issues such as improvements to road and rail networks and the 

availability of high-speed Wi-Fi. In addition, some SMEs that wanted to expand 

had had difficulties in securing planning permission which suggested that the 

alignment of economic development strategies and local planning guidelines 

needed review. Two examples of this existed whereby SMEs had wished to expand 

their buildings and facilities to increase the size of their operations only to find that 

approval from the respective planning departments was not forthcoming. Whilst 

Kenny (2015) purported that an SME’s internal factors are more compelling in 

terms of growth, external environment and infrastructure can have a part to play, 

particularly in providing opportunities for clustering and knowledge-sharing 

(Audretsch and Feldman, 1996). 

 

Whilst central government had considered SME growth and innovation important 

parts of its Industrial Strategy (BEIS, 2017), there were issues that needed to be 

addressed to support the sector. These included timescales for the payment of 

invoices to small businesses, VAT repayment delays and difficulties in obtaining 

export licenses. 

 

The literature had revealed that it was important for policymakers to achieve 

embeddedness in the region when it comes to creating entrepreneurial activity and, 

as such, these issues should be considered through ISPs (Jack and Anderson, 2002). 

This could include the opening of new channels of communication in order that 

owner-managers had more opportunities to shape regional and national policy. As 
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Kanter observed, the development of dynamic capabilities “is not about simply 

running training courses” or events. The key to creating successful innovators is 

“empowerment” (Kanter, 2003, p.3). The author concluded that ISPs that seek to 

empower must surely provide the key to embeddedness of behaviours and 

institutional settings that promote SME success. 

 

6.5 Summary 

 

Chapters Four, Five and Six have brought together a range of issues and factors 

gained from the literature review and research stages in an attempt to answer the 

original research questions. To answer those questions and meet the aims of the 

study, the thesis has successfully undertaken the following: 

 

⎯ identification a cohort of 50 Essex companies that have demonstrated 

growth and innovation. 

⎯ assessed the key challenges and issues faced by those SMEs. 

⎯ identified the key characteristics of the 50 high growth and innovative 

companies studied. 

⎯ identified aspects of current innovation support that have had the 

greatest impact (in qualitative terms). 

⎯ proposed a basis for set of measures (outlined in Chapter 7) that could 

help to support stability, innovation and growth within those SMEs 

and the wider business community that can be included in future ISPs 

in Essex (and elsewhere). 

 

By addressing the questions in terms of the sociological contexts, the thesis has 

been able to suggest significant cognitive and behavioural factors pertaining to 

owner-managers and individual SMEs that have a bearing on success. The 

normative lens has also identified strategic choices that contribute to growth as well 

as the challenges that SMEs face in their environment. In addition, through a 

combination of these findings, together with the application of an institutional lens, 

key issues for policymakers, other agencies such as LEPs and academic 
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communities, in the design and delivery of their innovation support mechanisms 

have been highlighted. The study has provided key insights into CSFs and what the 

author has termed Critical Leadership Characteristics which are profiled in Chapter 

Seven.  

 

The thesis now turns to conclusions and detailed recommendations arising from 

the study, outlining the major theoretical and practical contributions, together with 

suggestions for future work and the author’s personal reflections on the research 

journey. 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

7.1 Towards a Support Framework 

 

Following on from the narratives in response to the Research Questions, this 

chapter concludes the thesis and draws together the themes identified in the study 

and findings described in the previous chapters. By focusing on the characteristics 

of innovative and growing SMEs’ (and their owner-managers), their strategic 

considerations and embeddedness in the institutional contexts, it is possible to 

make recommendations concerning growth and innovation support. This includes 

frameworks for CSFs and CLCs, together with examples of how they can be used 

to influence and drive policy initiatives in Essex. 

 

The chapter also addresses the positioning and value of the thesis by demonstrating 

its academic contribution to knowledge and its policy and practical implications. 

The principal theoretical contributions centre on the identification of new CSF and 

CLC frameworks. Whilst adding to the body of scholarly work in the field of SME 

management, the thesis also demonstrates its utility for policymakers and other 

agencies (including the academic community) concerned with the support of SMEs 

in using these frameworks as a basis for future policy and practice development. 

This includes a proposal for revised ISP activities and a roadmap for 

implementation. 

 

The thesis concludes with a discussion on how this study may be used as a basis 

for future scholarly work and policy, together with the author’s comments on the 

research journey. 

 

7.2 Contribution to Research, Practice and Policy 

 

In view of the crucial role that SMEs play in most economies, studies over many 

decades have attempted to identify factors that can be critical to success 

(Landstrom, 2007; Wennberg, 2013). With the growing imperative from 

policymakers, agencies such as LEPs and academic institutions in facilitating 
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support for SMEs, this interest in CSFs has grown significantly in recent years 

(Pickernell et al., 2008; Gray et al., 2012; Farrelly et al., 2013; Kenny, 2015; 

Pachouri and Sharma, 2016). Many scholars have suggested that qualitative 

factors, such as leadership, culture, human and entrepreneurial orientations (EO), 

have an impact on an SMEs dynamic capabilities and overall success (Felin and 

Foss, 2009; Gupta et al, 2013; Love and Roper 2015; Jones et al., 2018). This 

demands more nuanced perspectives on leadership, culture and other CSFs, 

particularly where achieving success in policy initiatives is concerned (Burkinshaw 

and Hansen 2007; Beynon et al., 2020). This thesis builds on this stream of work 

and contributes to research, practice and policy. The theoretical and practical 

contributions are discussed more fully below, and an overview is shown in the 

following Table 30: 

 

Academic 

contribution 

to knowledge 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Building on existing discourse into factors that contribute to SME 
growth, the thesis proposes frameworks for Critical Success Factors 

(CSF) and Critical Leadership Characteristics (CLC) (Farrelly et al., 
2013; Love and Roper, 2015; Abbosh et al., 2019). The CLC framework 
enhances our understanding of conducive aspects of leadership 

behaviour, contexts and strategies for success (Welter, 2011; Jennings et 
al., 2013; Jones et al., 2018). 
 

Novel use of sociological institutional framework lenses (Scott, 1995; 
Kibler et al., 2014) to identify factors that relate to individual owner-

managers/SMEs, challenges, strategic considerations and contexts in 
‘embedding’ situations that are conducive to growth and resilience 
(Johns, 2006). 

 
The creation of new frameworks for use in SME audit, screening and 
owner-manager development planning within an ‘organisational 

genetics’ concept through the extension of the ‘innovator’s DNA’ (Dyer 
et al., 2009) and Hamel and LaBarre (2012); developing further 

perspectives on leadership and a means (with an increased emphasis on 
qualitative measures) to identify and develop growth and innovation 
potential. 

 
A basis for further valuable academic study in the field of innovation and 
small business growth policy initiatives. 

Practice 

 
 
 

 
 

The creation of an ISP and Roadmap that can be used to benefit the 

wider SME population whilst nuanced in its approach to individual firms 
and owner-managers. 
 

New CSF and CLC frameworks that can be used for audit, performance 
review and development planning. 
 

N.B. A number of measures proposed in the thesis have already been 
implemented by ECC through its Business Hubs and Economic 

Development Teams. 
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The establishment of additional KTP arrangements between SMEs and 
Anglia Ruskin University to provide practical support and knowledge 
transfer and exchange with business owners. 

Policy Proposals for the use of new CSF and CLC frameworks in the 
development of ISPs aligned with ECC’s strategic plan and economic 

goals. 

 
Table 30: Overview of Thesis Contribution: 

 Source: The Author 

 

The theoretical contribution of this thesis joins the existing discourse concerned 

with factors that are critical to the success of SMEs. It extends this approach 

following the growing recognition that SME development needs to be understood 

in its embeddedness in various identities, and contexts (Thornton, 1999; Welter, 

2011; Jennings et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2018). The thesis, therefore, increases our 

current knowledge of CSFs as they relate to successful SMEs, and, in particular, 

broadens the scope of our understanding of leadership characteristics and 

orientations on the part of owner-managers.  In addition, by taking a sociological 

institutional approach to the study, the author has investigated the wider contexts, 

challenges, orientations and strategies that have a bearing on success (Scott, 1995, 

Kibler et al., 2014). 

 

The study has demonstrated and reinforced the relevance of qualitative factors 

(Lang et al., 2014; Love and Roper, 2015; Beynon et al., 2020) and, in particular, 

building on Dyer’s model of an ‘innovator’s DNA’ (Dyer et al., 2009), the thesis 

explores and extends our understanding of the constituent parts of conducive 

leadership, cultural and strategic orientations in SME success. These are discussed 

in detail in section 7.3. 

 

Among the most important of these factors were found to be the creation of an 

environment where innovation can flourish, agility in embracing change and 

learning, and skilful management of human capital (Rauch and Frese, 2007; Gupta, 

2013). The study has shown that these characteristics can be the bedrock of other 

critical factors such as the provision of goods or services that others find difficult 

to replicate (USP), positive management of and resilience to challenges and the 

ability to develop customer-focused business models (Felin and Foss (2009; 

Acikdilli and Ayhan, 2013). This knowledge not only assists in the challenge of 
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identifying high growth potential, but also provides a more complete picture of 

CSFs that can be used by stakeholders in the targeting and delivery of more 

effective, nuanced and calibrated policy support (Altinay et al., 2016). 

 

The CSF and CLC frameworks build on CSF frameworks proposed by earlier 

studies (Storey, 1994; Gray et al., 2012; Kenny, 2015). The findings reveal that 

SMEs that have embedded such characteristics are likely to show a greater degree 

of resilience and enhanced dynamic capabilities (Kibler et al. 2014; Hossain et al., 

2016). The thesis proposes that CLCs include five important orientations on the 

part of owner-managers, the firm and strategic choices and positioning under the 

headings of Climate, Centering, Challenges, Connectivity and Character (Gray et 

al., 2012; Farrelly et al., 2013; Love and Roper, 2015; Abbosh et al., 2019). This 

framework is discussed fully in section 7.3. 

 

Not only do the findings make an important contribution to existing scholarly work, 

the author anticipates that the thesis can support future academic study in a field 

that will increase in importance. This is explored again in section 7.10. 

 

The study has revealed that there are key challenges for policymakers in how they 

approach the issue of SME growth and innovation support. These include: 

 

a. the identification of growth potential and who should be included in ISPs 

(Shane, 2008; Kibler et al., 2014; Abbosh et al., 2019). 

 

b. the initiatives and actions that would be the most effective for those SMEs 

involved in ISPs (Leurs, 2018). 

 

From the study, it has been possible to identify that growing and innovative firms 

were demonstrating (to a greater or lesser extent) key characteristics and 

orientations that constitute CSFs and CLCs (Gupta et al, 2013; Jones et al., 2018). 

From these findings, it can be concluded that, where these factors are evident, there 

is a greater likelihood of growth and innovation. Further, it is possible to suggest 
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that the absence of any of the factors may limit an SME’s ability to be successful 

(Dyer et al., 2009). 

 

The frameworks can, therefore, provide a useful basis for policymakers in meeting 

the challenges of identifying growth potential and in delivering general, as well as 

targeted and nuanced support. The utilisation of CSF and CLC frameworks, in 

conjunction with SME performance data, can help to determine HGFs or potential 

(Dobbs and Hamilton, 2007). They can also assist in the measurement of success 

of initiatives and support provided through ISPs. 

 

The utilisation of sociological institution lenses to frame the study has also enabled 

the production of a revised ISP for Essex that considers the challenges SMEs face, 

strategic considerations and the role of others in embedding growth within the 

Essex region (Scott, 1995; Johns 2006). In this respect, early findings have already 

been utilised to inform and reshape policy initiatives on the part of Essex County 

Council in terms of the support it provided for its SMEs in 2017. 

 

The thesis has also already provided a basis for the introduction of new Knowledge 

Transfer Partnerships (KTP). These important collaborative endeavours between 

Essex-based SMEs and an academic partner have helped Anglia Ruskin University 

(ARU) meet one of its key strategic objectives, i.e. ‘to build and develop stronger 

and more productive relationships with industry, public sector and businesses in 

areas linked to its research strengths’ (ARU, 2017). 

 

The CSFs, described in Chapter Six (section 6.2), relate to leadership, culture, 

networks, products and business models. In the Literature Review, we learned that 

support initiatives had tended to focus on tangible and physical issues such as 

investment or finance, age of firm, access to markets etc. (BIS, 2011; Lupova-

Henry, 2018). In this respect, the author concluded that the more intangible 

characteristics, i.e. cultural and human factors can have a special significance since 

the way in which owner-managers and SMEs respond to their external 

environments (and other actors) can be an important determinant of SME success 

(Cunningham et al., 2012; Kenny, 2015). We can, therefore, conclude that, the 
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identification of CSFs and CLCs frameworks can assist policymakers in meeting 

the challenges posed by the identification of the ‘who and what’ to target and can 

provide a basis for tools to be used in audit, performance review and in policy 

development to provide more finely calibrated SME or owner-manager support 

arrangements and embed good practice across the region. 

 

7.3 Insights to Useful Frameworks: Critical Success Factors and Critical 

Leadership Characteristics 

 

The work contained within this thesis has given rise to the factors critical to success 

from the perspectives gained through the application of institutional lenses and 

management contexts (Scott, 1995; Johns, 2006). The CSF proposition hopes to 

strengthen existing knowledge of the important qualitative factors that contribute 

to SME growth (Blackburn et al., 2013; Kenny, 2015; Love and Roper 2015). In 

additions, insights gained from the findings of the study should help to inform our 

appreciation of behaviours, contexts and strategies that enhance resilience and 

embeddedness of dynamic capabilities (Kibler et al., 2014; Hossain et al., 2016) 

The factors do, in a sense, represent the DNA of the organisation; an idea first 

posited by Dyer et al. (2009). These were discussed in detail in Chapter 6, section 

6.2 and are summarised here: 

 

a) Culture and Structure 

b) Business Strategies 

c) Networks 

d) USP 

e) Leadership 

 

We have learned from the study that identifying growth potential and measuring 

SME performance is a complex issue (Dobbs and Hamilton, 2007). Attempts to use 

wholly quantitative methods have been regarded as inadequate and a more 

complete picture may be gained by also considering a range of qualitative factors 

such as culture and business processes (Grupp, 2009; Grunfeld et al., 2011). Not 

only was this standpoint supported in the literature, it was a belief supported widely 

by owner-mangers involved in the study. In addressing the Research Questions, it 
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was clear that leadership played a significant role in SME success and, whilst the 

author had already included this issue as a CSF (section 6.2), its importance 

required further analysis and explanation to identify its key components. The 

author has described these as Critical Leadership Characteristics (CLC). 

 

It is true to say that most research on leading innovation performance has tended 

to focus on larger firms (Verhees et al., 2004). In recent years, however, that 

interest has been extended to small companies. Understanding how innovation can 

best be encouraged and supported has led to studies that focus on how to cultivate 

an entrepreneurial environment and the resultant themes relating to entrepreneurial 

identities (Jones et al., 2018).  

 

Building on Kanter’s and Dyer’s work, regarding the ‘innovator’s DNA’ and 

remedies for innovation difficulties (Kanter et al., 2007; Dyer et al., 2009), the 

author suggests that CLCs (and CSFs) can be regarded as the essential fabric or 

makeup of successful and innovative firms. 

 

Understanding CLCs can be particularly relevant to SMEs (and ISPs) where, unlike 

large and well-established organisations, there are opportunities to consider and 

shape leadership characteristics whilst firms are in their infancy or early years of 

existence (Josefy et al., 2017). Similarly, for older SMEs, the development of 

leadership and dynamic capabilities may be easier with relatively small workforces 

(and more contained management arrangements) when compared to larger 

employers (Hamel and LaBarre, 2012). The author, therefore, suggests that these 

constituent parts or building blocks. i.e. CSFs and CLCs can be viewed as ‘genes’ 

that are conducive to SME stability, innovation, growth, resilience and success 

(Kibler et al. (2014).  

 

Figure 11 below shows the CLCs and CSFs derived from the study findings: 
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Figure 11:  Critical Leadership Characteristics. 

 

An explanation of the CLCs is given as follows. The author deduced that these 

could be represented as a ‘5Cs’ framework: 

 

Climate 

 

This relates to the organisational climate or culture within the SME. The culture 

should be open, communicative and allow for idea generation; maximising skills 

and talents of staff, particularly those involved in product development (Senge, 

1990; Goldmark, 2009; Sidik, 2012; OECD, 2013). Fear of failure can stifle 

innovation (Drucker in Goleman, 2014, p. 5). Freedom from fear should be 

paramount, as should an orientation based on knowledge-sharing and learning, e.g. 

learning from mistakes (Lupova-Henry, 2018). Apart from creating a culture and 

organisational arrangements that are conducive to innovation, this will help to 

attract and retain talented staff (Abbosh et al., 2019). 

 

Centering 

 

The SME stays true to its core values, even when undergoing expansion. This 

should minimise fear of growth (Ciampa, 2006). This gives a foundation for future 

senior staff recruitment and scaling. Growth should be undertaken in a planned and 

considered way. Whilst there needs to be ambition and drive, a firm platform for 

stability and strategic perspectives (Altinay et al., 2016) are essential because of 

the precarious nature of SMEs (Gray et al., 2012). Core values need to be 
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understood by all staff. Centering can also be a measure for countering the potential 

negative aspects of charismatic and transformational leadership styles (Love and 

Roper 2015). 

 

Connectivity 

 

Non-insular and non-protectionist outlooks are key to growth (Farrelly et al. 2013). 

The SME needs to be well networked; exploring links to attract funding and 

recognition. The firm demonstrates an openness to joint ventures, consortia and 

partnership arrangements and knowledge-sharing (Hansen and Birkinshaw, 2007; 

Oke et al., 2009). The SME uses media effectively to network and promote the 

company. Connectivity should be integral to marketing and strategic objectives 

(Love and Roper, 2015). 

 

Challenges 

 

A positive approach to managing challenges is understood by all staff (Taatila, 

2010). In addition, the SME has to be agile enough to respond to changing 

circumstances (Goldmark, 2009; Sidik, 2012). The firm has the ability to embrace 

new systems or technology to increase dynamic capabilities. There is a willingness 

to learn from difficulties or failure (Rauch and Frese, 2007). 

 

Character 

 

Leadership character and arrangements are based on a loose-tight model, i.e. 

transformational and charismatic when it applies to idea generation or embracing 

new ideas, and transactional styles for meeting objectives and commercialisation 

of innovation (Kotelnikov, 1995; Yadav, 2015; Love and Roper, 2015). There is 

scope for creativity with appropriate checks and balances. Where these 

characteristics are not evident in a single leader, they should be evidenced within 

the leadership team and guide future recruitment strategies. 
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7.4 Frameworks into Practice 

 

These frameworks, based on findings in the review of the literature and tested via 

the study, may be used as part of the qualitative assessment for high growth 

potential. They can also be used as a development framework for the targeting of 

specific support (such as mentoring) where factors are weaker in particular SMEs 

or their management teams or strategic choices and direction need strengthening. 

In utilising the individual CFCs and CLCs to support owner-managers’ personal 

development, it is hoped that it is possible to gain new insights and perspectives on 

a multiplicity of orientations that can be utilised by successful SMEs and supported 

through ISPs (Jones et al., 2018). 

 

In terms of practical contribution, it is anticipated that that the CLCs described 

above could be used to support the following activities: 

 

⎯ The development of audit tools to assess which SMEs have the highest 

growth potential. The factors could be utilised (in conjunction with 

quantitative measures) as part of a checklist for use during surveys 

and/or interviews. 

⎯ The identification of areas that require addressing through innovation 

support measures, allowing accurate targeting of initiatives. For 

example, an SME may be ranked highly in certain factors and lower 

in others. This would also provide for the development of tailored 

support for individual SMEs or owner-managers. 

⎯  

The study observed that some existing mentor programmes and initiatives were 

largely designed to support the more tangible aspects of business strategy (Gray et 

al., 2012; Leiponen, 2012). The author suggests that this form of mentoring can be 

regarded as ‘navigational’ in nature. This is not intended to imply that this has no 

value as many SMEs have derived benefits from receiving guidance in relation to 

access to markets, supply chain management and marketing, amongst other issues 

(Lupova-Henry, 2018). The author, however, suggests that the inclusion of CLCs 

could allow the remit of mentoring programmes to be extended and be more 



 

198 

 

nuanced to support the personal development of owner-managers and dynamic 

capabilities of the SME. 

 

In addition, the author posits that the CSFs and CLCs frameworks could be utilised 

as a next step in the process of the current study or to target a new cohort of SMEs; 

within a new ‘organisational genetics’ framework. This may be extended to other 

regions as its application matures. 

 

7.5 Future Innovation Support Framework for SMEs 

 

Through addressing the Research Questions, the study has shown the various 

challenges and issues faced by SMEs and the ISP measures that can have the most 

beneficial impact on stability, growth and innovation (Cunningham et al., 2013). 

By viewing these in in terms of the contextual lenses used to form part of the 

Conceptual Framework (Kibler et al., 2014), it is possible to identify the impact 

and contribution of the various contexts, actors and initiatives in delivering 

successful ISP interventions. On this basis, the thesis proposes the potential 

features of an innovation support framework in Essex (shown in Table 31 below): 

 

ECC Mentoring 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mentoring via external 

organisations 

 

 

 

Mentoring and training 

networks 

Continuation or commencement of targeted mentoring to include 

identified needs such as e-commerce, digital marketing, IP, 

patents, sources of finance, entry to new markets and managing 

growth; whilst preserving positive aspects of existing 

arrangements (to counter fear of growth). Mentoring to be 

extended to personal development of owner-managers where 

appropriate as part of personal development plans (PDP). CLCs 

and CSFs can form a basis for PDPs. Those owner-managers who 

receive mentor support could participate as a mentor for others as 

a cost-effective way of spreading personal development and 

expertise. 

 

Extension of mentoring arrangements with larger corporations 

(e.g. Ford) or academic partners to address areas such as product 

development and evaluation, entry to new markets, leadership, 

culture, contracts, policy and HR skills. 

 

The establishment of ‘mentor champions’ from existing 

successful SMEs to provide support to others; particularly in 

areas of leadership development, HR issues, fear of growth, IP 

and entering new markets. 

 

Note: A number of CEOs interviewed were very interested in 

participating in ECC training and development initiatives and 

working with academic partners such as ARU in this regard. 



 

199 

 

Research Company Study 

Network Group 

 

 

Much interest was expressed by SMEs in the continuation of the 

research study network group. This could be helpful in 

establishing partnerships, generating ideas, commercial 

opportunities, information exchange, briefing on key issues such 

as Brexit and for ECC monitoring and impact assessment. This 

will also help to ensure that study findings remain vibrant and 

provide a vehicle for other ECC and LEP initiatives. 

Pairing and Networking Interest was shown in pairing (or creating small networks of) 

SMEs that have similar development issues, challenges or needs. 

This could provide cost effective and supportive solutions for 

areas such as IP, contracts, HR issues, digital marketing and 

service agreements. 

Workshops and Conferences Create opportunities at networking events to cover strategies for 

digital marketing, e-commerce and challenges of a growing 

business. Workshops could also provide a forum for briefing on 

key policy issues such as Brexit, obtaining finance etc. 

Knowledge Exchange with 

Academic Partners 

The identification of opportunities for knowledge exchange and 

transfer with academic partners such as ARU should be 

established to work on areas identified, e.g. product research, 

development and evaluation. This may also help with skills and 

expertise shortages experienced by some SMEs and provide a 

basis for future recruitment. 

Accommodation and Planning Explore opportunities for joint working/hub arrangements. 

Facilitate search for larger or more suitable premises where 

required. Ensure planning and development guidelines policies 

are correctly aligned for economic development and company 

expansion. 

 

Apprenticeships Provide advice and guidance on the establishment of 

apprenticeships and the identification of managing agents to be 

used in future. 

 

Encourage the spread of good practice from SMEs who are 

‘apprentice scheme champions’. 

Promotion and Recognition 

 

 

 

 

Continue efforts to promote Essex as a ‘great place to do 

business’ to encourage prospective job applicants to key 

professional and technical roles and businesses to relocate here. 

 

Use key research SMEs and partnerships with academic bodies as 

case studies. Support the publication of articles for academic and 

professional journals, press and social media. 

 

Continue with Award Schemes at County and Borough levels to 

recognise and reward achievement. In the light of the significant 

benefits to promotion and networking, signpost and support 

SMEs to participate in other schemes nationally run by 

Government, professional or media bodies. 

Government and Policy 

 

 

 

Continue channels of communication with appropriate personnel 

and bodies to seek clarification, change and lobbying and levying 

opportunities in relation to the wider SME landscape. Extend 

invitation to those who can clarify or influence policy to 

participate in initiatives and conferences. Issues may include 

VAT regulations, export licences, IPR, banking regulations 

across different territories, delayed payment of SME invoices 

(cashflow) and post Brexit. 

 

Table 31:  Potential Features of an Innovation Support Framework for SMEs 

Source: The Author 
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According to the most recent strategic considerations in relation to economic 

development in Essex, the County aims to attract new larger businesses into the 

region and to increase its number of larger SMEs, whilst achieving sustained 

growth for its high-growth firms and target sectors (ECC, 2012). In order to support 

those objectives, the early findings of this study and framework were presented to 

ECC during 2017 and the ISP features summarised in Table 31 are already being 

used by some Economic Development Officers and Growth Hubs in Essex. It is 

recommended that the proposed activities in the framework are extended to other 

parts of the region and be used to support the roles and work of relevant agencies, 

such as LEPs, that are contributing to economic development strategies. 

 

7.6 Roadmap for Innovation Support 

 

Apart from the needs and challenges faced by SMEs in terms of growth and 

innovation, the study revealed tensions over the targeting of resources and 

initiatives (Shane, 2008). There was a view that support was allocated 

disproportionately in favour of start-ups. Whilst ECC had provided support for 

small businesses as an important part of its Organisation Strategy (ECC, 2017), it 

also wanted to encourage the development of firms that had the most significant 

bearing on the local economy (Lupova-Henry, 2018). In addition, it was the 

Council’s aim to ensure that Essex was a place where other companies would 

choose to locate to. 

 

By utilising the sociological institutional model in the framing of the study and to 

achieve a goal of embeddedness of entrepreneurial orientation in SMEs and the 

region surrounding them (Jack and Anderson, 2002; Lang et al., (2013), the 

following roadmap (Figure 12) is proposed. It takes account of the challenges and 

strategic considerations facing the general SME population whilst addressing 

specific support that may be targeted towards HGFs. The roadmap outlines the 

decision-making process, issues, targeting and modes of delivery that would need 

to be addressed to strengthen future delivery of support. It also identifies the inputs 

and actions through the contextual lenses (cognitive, normative and regulative) to 
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assist the promotion of resilience both in terms of the SMEs and associated support 

mechanisms, institutions and policy frameworks (Scott, 2010; Lang et al., 2014): 

 

 

 
Figure 12: Roadmap for the design and delivery of innovation support. 

Source: The Author. 

 

It is suggested that the steps shown (and their sequence) would have a beneficial 

impact on ECC strategy in this regard and takes account of the following issues: 

 

⎯ External issues that may impact government and regional strategies, 

⎯ Policymaker’s strategic priorities, 

⎯ Audit to establish innovation and growth potential (involving the use 

of CSF and CLC frameworks produced as a result of this study), 
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⎯ Achieve a distinction between SMEs and HGFs (Beynon et al., 2020), 

⎯ Targeted initiatives for HGFs (NESTA, 2019), 

⎯ General support for SME community (Kaufmann and Todtling, 2002). 

 

The roadmap would help to ensure that all SMEs could potentially rely on a level 

of support via the Essex Innovation Programme (EIP) but HGFs would be given 

specific and targeted support, particularly in the areas of leadership, culture and 

growth strategies, informed by the CSFs recommended in this thesis (Lupova-

Henry, 2018). Initiatives would be offered following an audit and planning process, 

particularly in the case of HGFs (Grunfeld et al., 2011). The identification of HGFs 

would include the performance metrics currently in use by ECC (increases in 

turnover, staffing etc.), but would be supplemented by the qualitative assessment 

of CLCs (BIS, 2014). 

 

7.7 Future Policy Direction 

 

Mason and Brown (2013) (also evidenced by research participants) argued that it 

has been remiss of commentators to propose broad-brush strategies without being 

able to offer initiatives that are evidence-based and practical. It is, therefore, 

important to initiate ISPs that, based on empirical study, are nuanced and take 

account of the challenges and issues faced by SMEs in their growth and 

development. In addition, evidence-based frameworks for CSFs and CLCs can be 

valuable in the relevant and cost-effective targeting and delivery of development 

programmes (Gray et al., 2012; Farrelly et al., 2013).  

 

The study has also enabled the author to challenge certain existing assumptions that 

should be taken account of in future studies and economic growth activities (Bleda 

et al., 2013). These related to the belief that ‘all companies wish to grow’, the 

‘mentor role’ that has traditionally been envisioned in Accelerator Support 

programmes and the issue of whether entrepreneurs and leaders are ‘born, not 

made’ (Kaplan and Warren, 2010). The study has demonstrated that the answers to 

these issues are still far from straightforward and reinforces the need for 
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policymakers and stakeholders to take a nuanced and more sophisticated approach 

to SME development (Burkinshaw and Hansen 2007; Beynon et al., 2020) and 

understand it in its embeddedness in various contexts, i.e. individual owner-

managers, firms, and social and institutional settings (Welter, 1999; Jennings et al., 

2013). 

 

The heterogeneity of the small business sector makes it difficult to develop a 

schedule of needs for SMEs, but it is true to say that there are issues that are valid 

for many firms (Kaufmann and Todtling, 2002). Whilst the focus of the research 

was CSFs, particularly those relating to leadership and culture, by viewing the 

subjects through contextual lenses, the findings had facilitated the identification of 

needs and challenges for individual SMEs and the population as a whole. The 

production of the needs schedule (Appendix C) will assist Economic Development 

Teams to target specific issues and ensure maximum impact of its revised ISPs. It 

is important that these issues are kept under review in order that ISPs can remain 

responsive and effective. It is also recommended that the following themes 

continue to be pursued if ECC wishes to meet its strategic objectives of attracting 

inward investment and increasing the number of larger SMEs operating in the 

region (ECC, 2012, 2017). 

 

Supporting High Growth 

⎯ Target SMEs that have shown the capacity (and the willingness) for 

high growth, i.e. those firms that have demonstrated a 20 per cent 

increase in turnover over a three-year period and can demonstrate a 

significant number of CSFs and CLCs. Sectors such as digital, 

manufacturing, finance and life sciences may require additional 

support in keeping with Essex’s Organisation Strategy and national 

priorities (NESTA, 2019). 

⎯ Explore possibilities for higher level mentorship, leadership and 

capacity development, including planning guidelines to allow for 

expansion and clustering of SMEs where beneficial to do so (Narula, 

2004; Gray et al., 2012). 
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Skills and Talent Management 

⎯ Continue efforts to promote Essex as a great place to work and do 

business by using case studies of SMEs who participated in this study. 

Support for the publication of articles in the press, professional and 

academic journals and social media should be encouraged. 

⎯ Continue and develop Knowledge Transfer with ARU and other 

academic partners to provide additional expertise and future recruits. In 

this respect, the possibility of academic bodies becoming more involved 

in the development of mentorship capability across the region should 

be considered. 

⎯ Provide guidance and advice on the establishment of apprenticeships, 

professional development initiatives and the identification of managing 

agents suitable for individual sectors. Use ‘apprentice scheme 

champions’ to promote and disseminate good practice. Attracting and 

securing human capital for a region should be considered in all 

institutional contexts, including the SME, policymakers, related 

agencies (e.g. LEPS) and professional associations. In this way, flexible 

and creative solutions such as consortia and pairing arrangements may 

be introduced to meet skills gaps and recruitment challenges. 

 

Infrastructure, Land and Buildings 

⎯ Review progress in relation to infrastructure issues identified through 

this study, including road and rail networks, signage and WIFI 

connectivity (Appendix C). 

⎯ Ensure that Planning Guidelines meet growing business requirements 

and economic strategic direction. This is in response to SMEs who had 

been refused permission to expand because of local planning 

regulations. 

 

It is hoped that the outcomes of the project will be a sound basis on which ECC 

can further develop its support initiatives and continue to see growth and 
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innovation flourish in the County. Apart from the measures proposed for 

innovation support, the suggested CSF and CLC frameworks (in the context of 

organisational genetics) represent a potentially exciting outcome from this study 

contributing to the essential work of policymakers and other agencies, as well as 

generating scholarly interest. The suggested framework for future innovation 

support and a roadmap should contribute to the development of a healthy and vital 

small business sector. The adoption of the findings into policy initiatives will help 

to ensure that the study is not seen as a ‘one off’ initiative and could go on to 

contribute to economic and societal development, underpinning the Council's 

strategic objectives (ECC, 2017). 

 

7.8 Future Research and Scholarly Interest 

 

This study has demonstrated the value of asking the questions “how do SMEs 

become successful?” and “how do they adopt creative approaches to overcome 

constraints associated with their size?” (O’Dwyer and Gilmore, 2019), as opposed 

to merely asking “who has become successful?”. It is, therefore, hoped that studies 

will continue to refine and attune the CSFs and CLCs proposed in this thesis as a 

valuable way of developing new contextual insights into leadership and 

entrepreneurship (Jones et al., 2018). 

 

It is recognised that this study, whilst considering strategic aspects of SME growth, 

was a snapshot in time (Bernard et al., 2012). It is, therefore, recommended that a 

longitudinal study of the SME cohort be undertaken, charting progress at different 

intervals. This would not only assist in testing the validity and reliability of the CSF 

and CLC frameworks, but also would provide an opportunity to assess growth and 

strategies deployed by SMEs, particularly in how new challenges have been met 

and overcome (Elmuti et al., 2012). Such studies would also provide an opportunity 

to test and review the effectiveness of ISPs (Fayolle et al., 2006; Beynon et al., 

2020). 

 

As previously discussed, Knowledge Transfer Partnerships and KEEP+ projects 

have been established with ongoing discussions between ARU and SMEs to 

include additional projects. It is hoped that the study will continue to assist in the 
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establishment of future KTPs and stimulate subsequent postgraduate study 

opportunities.  

 

The study has formed the basis of presentations to SME owner-managers, growth 

hubs economic development teams, ECC executive officers as well as PGR study 

groups. The author intends to seek opportunities for the publication of articles, 

particularly those that relate to the proposed CSF and CLC frameworks. An 

introductory article published in August 2018 in the Essex Chamber of Commerce 

Business Time Journal is included in Appendix D. Other articles based on this 

thesis are currently in development in conjunction with the author’s supervisory 

team. 

 

7.9 Study Limitations 

 

Taking into account the size and challenge of the work involved, it is concluded 

that the thesis did successfully meet its aims. The study, however, does have 

limitations and it is important to understand these and how they might shape future 

approaches to research. 

 

The limitations of the study relate directly to the above discussion on further 

research. It is accepted that a study conducted over a longer period of time would 

have enhanced the thesis (Bernard et al., 2012). The quantitative aspects of the 

study would also have benefited from deeper analysis to identify potential 

correlations in the data. It did, however, meet its objectives of identifying themes 

and trends and in determining the cohort to be involved in semi-structured 

interviews. In addition, although a larger sample could have potentially enhanced 

the data gained from the business survey, it was necessary to balance the demands 

of managing a larger business survey against the need to identify key themes, the 

participants and conduct interviews with owner-managers. 

 

The author has continued to maintain contact with a number of the research 

participants and is aware that some of the SMEs have gone on to grow and develop 

quite significantly. Two of the SMEs are now nationally recognised firms. In three 
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years, one firm went from ‘garage’ to national ‘supermarket’ status. To chart 

progress of these SMEs and identify strategies that have led to continued high 

growth would complement the study and add to the body of knowledge that could 

be of significant academic, practitioner and policy interest. 

 

7.10 Personal Reflections on the Thesis and Research Journey 

 

Through addressing the research questions, the author has showed the importance 

of certain characteristics and how they are manifested in growing SMEs. The study 

has revealed the importance of ensuring that innovation support is appropriate and 

is targeted in a way that achieves economic benefits (Abbosh et al., 2019). As such, 

ISPs should be based on systematic and empirical review of need. Delivery 

methods and initiatives should be wide-ranging, creative but nuanced, where 

appropriate (Kibler et al., 2014; Beynon et al., 2020). The findings substantiated 

the author’s chosen area of interest and guiding assumption that the development 

of leadership and cultural aspects in SMEs should be given increased prominence 

(Gupta et al, 2013; Jones et al., 2018) because of their special significance in a 

firm’s dynamic capabilities. 

 

The author considered it extremely fortunate to have been able to undertake a study 

that has not only contributed to scholarly work and, hopefully, be a proud addition 

to the range of work conducted by ARU’s Business School, but also could have a 

direct impact on the business community and local economy, with the potential for 

wider application. The project has also produced a tested methodology that can be 

used again in the future to underpin similar studies to support ISPs and other 

strategic aims in Essex and, potentially, other regions. 

 

The work was very challenging; particularly the undertaking of the field research, 

but the commitment from business owners was high and helped to make the process 

productive and enjoyable. The undertaking of this thesis has made a major 

contribution to the author’s understanding of scholarly work and research skills. 

As an experienced practitioner in the field, it has brought valuable insights and new 

ways of thinking about the issue of business growth. It has challenged assumptions 
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and created new perspectives. The author looks forward to building on this thesis 

in undertaking further research work in this field that will be of value to both the 

academic and business communities. 

 

 

 

Andrew Hayman October 2019 (Revised February 2021) 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey Instrument 

Essex County Council's Essex Innovation Programme (EIP) and Anglia Ruskin 
University's Lord Ashcroft International Business School (LAIBS) 

Innovation 50 Full Business Survey 

Thank you for choosing to participate in ECC and LAIBS Innovation 50 project. This is the full 

business survey which we would be grateful if you can complete and submit to us as quickly as 

possible. Please note that the survey does not allow you to save your responses part way through. 

It is saved once you submit it to us. 

If, at this point, you are not able to provide all the required information, please complete as much 

as you can and return it to us to ensure that you remain in the Innovation 50 award programme. 

This information will be added to your initial registration. Apart from learning about your 

achievements, we also want to better understand the challenges and difficulties you face which can 

be used to shape our future support for businesses in Essex. 

If you have any queries or need any additional guidance, please contact Andrew Hayman at 

andrew.hayman@student.anglia.ac.uk 

1. Contact Information

Name 

Company 

Address 

Address 2 

City/Town 

ZIP/Postal Code 

Email Address 

Phone Number 

mailto:andrew.hayman@student.anglia.ac.uk
mailto:andrew.hayman@student.anglia.ac.uk
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

Essex County Council's Essex Innovation Programme (EIP) and Anglia Ruskin 
University's Lord Ashcroft International Business School (LAIBS) 

Basic Company Information 

 

 

2. How old is your company? (in years) 
 

 

 
3. Outline your core products or services. 

 

 

 
4. What sector do you operate in? 

 

   Business services 

   Finance 

   Manufacturing 

   Charitable/non-

profit  Engineering 

   Transport, haulage and security 

   Education 

   Construction 

   Housing and accommodation 

   Catering and hospitality 

   Sport, fitness and lifestyle 

   Other 

   Other (please specify) 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

5. Which markets do you serve? 
 

   UK 

   

Europe  

Asia    

USA 

   

Global  

Other 

If other, please specify. 

 
 
 

6. Do you hold any patents or trademarks? 
 

   

Yes  No 

 
7. If you do hold patents, please state the year(s) they were granted. 

 

 

 
8. Have you been able to commercialize your intellectual property? 

 
   

Yes  No 

If yes, please give brief details. 

 
 
 

9. Do you feel your company benefits from being Essex based? 
 

   Yes, Essex is good for our business 

   It doesn't really matter, we could be successful anywhere 

 

10. Please briefly describe any benefits you derive from your Essex location, particularly if you relocated 

from elsewhere. 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

Essex County Council's Essex Innovation Programme (EIP) and Anglia Ruskin 
University's Lord Ashcroft International Business School (LAIBS) 

Human Resources 

 

 

11. How many people are in the company? 
 

 

 
12. What is the full time equivalent of your people? 

 

 

 
13. Briefly outline your current recruitment plans if you have any. 

 

 

 
14. Do you invest in and support staff development? 

 
   

Yes  No 

 
15. If so, what is the nature of that support? 

 
   Study leave or time out 

   Training budget or funding 

   On the job training 

   Other 

 
If other, please specify 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

Essex County Council's Essex Innovation Programme (EIP) and Anglia Ruskin 
University's Lord Ashcroft International Business School (LAIBS) 

Human Resources (2) 

 

 

16. How many new posts have you created over the past 3 years? (or less if trading for lesser period) 
 

 

 
17. If known, what is your annual staff turnover? (in percentage terms) 

 

 

 
18. Do you work more as a collaborative network rather than as a direct employer of those involved in your 

business? (e.g. consultants, project staff, other companies) 

   

Yes  No 

   Both 

If yes or both, briefly outline how you utilise people. 

 
 
 

19. Do you support apprenticeships? 
 

   

Yes  No 

If yes, please briefly specify. 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

Essex County Council's Essex Innovation Programme (EIP) and Anglia Ruskin 
University's Lord Ashcroft International Business School (LAIBS) 

Financial 

 
 

This section is about your financial position and plans. We do not expect you to disclose sensitive 

information or produce complex data. We are looking at indicators of growth or stability over the 

past three years (or more recently if the company is under 3 years old). If there has been growth in 

terms of turnover or market share please express this in percentage terms. Please remember that 

growth is only one area we are looking at. We recognise that you could be an Innovation 50 

company even if you are facing financial challenges, If you require any guidance, please contact us 

on andrew.hayman@student.anglia.ac.uk 

20. Has your turnover/revenue increased over the past 3 years? (or lesser period if trading for a lesser 

period).. 

   

Yes  No 

 
21. If yes, please state the level of increase in percentage terms. 

 

 

 
22. Have you increased productivity (output) in the past 3 years? (or a lesser period if applicable) 

 
   

Yes  No 

 
23. If yes, by how much approximately, in percentage terms? 

 

 

 
24. How would you describe the financial position of your company? 

 

   Stable  

Growing  Other 

If other, please specify. 

mailto:andrew.hayman@student.anglia.ac.uk
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

25. What are your primary sources of finance? 
 

   

Investors  

Private  

Public  Other 

If other, please specify. (e.g. bank loan) 

 
 
 

26. Briefly outline your current financial priorities. (e.g. investment, capital, minimising costs) 
 

 
 

27. How would you describe the future outlook for your company? 
 

   Extremely positive 

   Positive 

   

Challenging  

Slowing  Other 

If other, please specify 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

Essex County Council's Essex Innovation Programme (EIP) and Anglia Ruskin 
University's Lord Ashcroft International Business School (LAIBS) 

Future Strategy 

 

 

28. Do you intend to enter new markets? 
 

   

Yes  No 

 
29. If you are intending to enter new markets, please briefly describe how you will do this, (e.g. new 

products or services, marketing, new territories). 

 
 

30. At present, do you have plans to increase productivity at? 
 

   

Yes  No 

   Considering it 

 

31. If you do have plans to increase productivity, briefly state how will you do this? 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

Essex County Council's Essex Innovation Programme (EIP) and Anglia Ruskin 
University's Lord Ashcroft International Business School (LAIBS) 

Innovation 

 
 

Innovation can take a number of forms and is not always about new technology. You may not 

always be aware that you are innovating so please tell us if you do things differently or creatively. 

Useful categories of Innovation can be Product, Process or New Markets. Product Innovation 

concerns the development of unique products or services. Process can include innovative or 

creative ways of working, increasing productivity or your supply chains. New Markets could be 

could be the application of creative ways of capturing new business or innovative ways of 

organizing your business processes. We want to hear about things you do creatively and also the 

challenges that you may face with innovation. Please do contact us for any advice or guidance if 

you are not sure how to describe your innovations. 

32. How important is innovation to your company? 
 

   We tend to rely on tradition 

   We innovate where we can 

   Innovation is important 

   Innovation is crucial to our success 

   Other 

If other, please specify. 

 
 
 

33. What generally do your innovations relate to? 
 

   

Products  

Processes    

Marketing  

Other 

If other, please state. 

 
 
 

34. Briefly describe the key areas of innovation that have had an important impact on your company. 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

35. Have you ever had difficulties in the implementation of innovation? 
 

   

Yes  No 

   Sometimes 

 

36. If applicable, why do these difficulties or challenges arise? 
 

   Lack of available finance 

   Skills not available 

   There are more pressing priorities 

   Expertise from outside is required 

   Other 

Please state other challenges. 

 
 
 

37. Have you received any support from Essex County Council? 
 

   

Yes  

No 

 
38. If ECC have supported you, please briefly describe in what way. 

 

 
 

39. Have you received support from any other agency? 
 

   

Yes  No 

 
40. If you have received support from an outside agency, please briefly describe areas covered. 

 

 
 

41. Briefly describe the outcome of any support received. 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

42. Do you have any areas that would benefit from outside support or expertise? 
 

   

Yes  No 

   

Maybe 

 
43. If yes (or maybe), what areas could be supported? 

 
   Legal including Intellectual Property 

   Marketing 

   Entry to new markets 

   Leadership and management skills 

   Financial strategies 

   Accommodation or location issues 

   Developing business processes 

   Staff development 

   Other 

 
If other, please specify. 

 
 
 

44. For any of the support needs identified, could you briefly state them specifically. (e.g. entering China, 

competitive tendering, human resources) 

 

 
45. Do you participate in any support networks that are available? 

 
   

Yes  No 

 
46. If you do access support organisations such as the Chamber of Commerce or small business networks, 

please state which ones. 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

47. Do you get involved in opportunities to share your expertise with the wider business community? (e.g. 

mentoring, links with educational bodies, conferences etc.) 

   

Yes  

No 

   If yes, briefly outline. 
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

Essex County Council's Essex Innovation Programme (EIP) and Anglia Ruskin 
University's Lord Ashcroft International Business School (LAIBS) 

Other Information 

 
 

This is your opportunity to say a bit more about why you would like to be considered as an 

Innovation 50 company. Please briefly describe (under 250 words) what makes you special, how 

you've overcome challenges, your leadership style, how you harness creativity, future plans and 

any other information that you would like us to consider. Please do contact us at 

andrew.hayman@student.anglia.ac.uk if you require any guidance. 

48. Our company deserves to be recognised because.... 
 

 

 
49. If you were to choose only 5 factors that you feel contribute to your success, what would they be? 

Please tick only five answers. 

Leadership and vision 

Skilled staff 

Entrepreneurial spirit and drive 

Good sources of capital/finance 

Sound financial management 

Support from others or outside agency 

Marketing Innovations 

Hard work and dedication 

Productivity or service levels 

Unique products or services 

Responsiveness to change 

Product Innovation 

Innovation in business processes 

Other 

Other (please specify) 

mailto:andrew.hayman@student.anglia.ac.uk
mailto:andrew.hayman@student.anglia.ac.uk
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Appendix A Full Business Survey 
 

 

THANK YOU FOR SUBMITTING YOUR ENTRY. THIS BRINGS YOU ONE MORE STEP 

CLOSER TO BEING AN INNOVATION 50 COMPANY AND WILL PROVIDE ESSENTIAL 

INFORMATION TO HELP THE DEVELOPMENT OF OUR SERVICES TO BUSINESS. A 

MEMBER OF OUR TEAM WILL CONTACT YOU AS SOON AS POSSIBLE. 

 



Appendix B - Sample Publicity Material 

CELEBRATE YOUR SUCCESS 

…BECOME AN INNOVATION 50 SME 

YOU ARE IMPORTANT 

As a smaller business, you make up part of the 99% of private sector 

companies operating in the UK and, if you are a growing SME, we would like to 

invite you to be one of our Innovation 50 companies. We aim to celebrate your 

success and provide you with any additional support that will help you 

maintain it and grow further, if that is your plan. All we need from you is your 

enthusiasm and some of your time in helping our researchers collect vital data 

and get to know your company. Don’t worry, we only collect information that 

you are happy to tell us and we won’t give away trade secrets. 

IF YOU’VE GOT IT, FLAUNT IT! 
INNOVATION 50 

Innovation 50 is an exciting three year project launched by Essex County 

Council and Anglia Ruskin University. The aim of the project is to identify the 

most successful and growing SMEs across the county to find out more about 

their success and growth. From this we can look at the factors that promote 

success and also where additional support from an outside source could help 

you grow even more or faster. Through its Invest Essex and Essex Innovation 

Programme (EIP), Essex has had an excellent record of providing support in 

terms of office space, professional business advice, training and guidance, 

forging links with new customer bases at home and abroad and we are always 

seeking ways to help you flourish. 



 

 

THE NEXT STEPS 

Visit our website www.anglia.ac.uk/business-employers/innovation-50 

 to learn more about the project and how you can nominate yourself as an 

Innovation 50 company. Regular updates will be provided and we will also be 

contacting local business organisations and networking groups to ensure the 

work is well publicised. There will also be opportunities for you to attend 

events to learn more and get involved. 

DO YOU GET THE RECOGNITION YOU DESERVE? 

WHAT’S IN IT FOR YOU? 

Apart from enjoying the prestige and publicity being part of Innovation 50 will 

bring, you can benefit in many ways, including: 

 You may be awarded our symbol that is being especially developed to 

mark your achievements 

 Support and guidance from Essex County Council and academic business 

expertise provided by Anglia Ruskin with access to mentoring, forging 

contacts abroad, training initiatives and innovation and other growth 

strategies 

 Help with identifying how gaps could be filled or improvements made – 

by working with our researchers, you may learn things about your 

company’s  potential that are new and untapped 

 The opportunity to network within the business community through our 

events calendar 

 Contribute to our Innovation 50 website for publicity, networking and 

useful information 

You would also have the opportunity to give something back to others to help 

ensure that Essex grows as a vibrant and supportive place to do business! 

FURTHER INFORMATION 

Full details of the Innovation 50 project can be obtained from andrew.hayman@anglia.ac.uk 

or phone (07503) 649376 or visit our website at: 

http://www.anglia.ac.uk/business-employers/innovation-50 

http://www.anglia.ac.uk/business-employers/innovation-50
mailto:andrew.hayman@anglia.ac.uk
http://www.anglia.ac.uk/business-employers/innovation-50


Key innovation 
lessons to be 
learned from 
 SMEs 

Innovation 50 is an exciting three- 

year project launched by Essex 

County Council and Anglia Ruskin 

University. The aim of the project was 

to identify the most successful and 

growing SMEs across the county and 

to ßnd out more about their success 

and growth. Dr Sandra Selmanovic, 

Acting Head of the Department 

BUILDING on the work of 

Harvard Business Review 

contributors, innovation 

can be challenging and highly 

problematic. Larger companies 

can fall into the classic traps 

of innovation strategies where 

organisational arrangements and 

culture can be barriers to change. 

It is widely understood that small and 

medium sized enterprises (SMEs) are a 

vital part of the British economy. SMEs 

provide 59% of private sector jobs and 

are responsible for 49% of private sector 

turnover. The ability of the sector to 

contribute to societal and economic 

development within regions has ensured 

growing interest from policymakers and 

the academic community. This has been 

evidenced by how small businesses have 

created a resurgence in competitiveness, 

innovation and job opportunities that did 

not exist before. 

The challenges of innovation raises 

the questions of what other insights 

exist for the elusive DNA or genetic 

code and what are the critical success 

factors for these organisations? How 

can organisations be bolder and more 

successful when it comes to innovation? 

How can we create situations where 

innovation can flourish? How do we 

become better leaders? A lot has been 

written about these issues in the past, 

but can the small business sector 

provide some clues? We believe from 

our research as part of an Anglia Ruskin 
University project in collaboration with 

Essex County Council, Innovation 50, 
that much can be learned from SMEs. 

Our research has identified key 

characteristics common to innovative 

SMEs. We believe there are important 
lessons to be learned for larger 

organisations. This project was set out 
to find 50 of the top innovative SMEs 

in Essex to identify key characteristics 
that have made them successful. In 

determining the top 50, we were not 
just interested in product development 

but, more importantly, how they had 
commercialised it. 

In selecting the most innovative and 

successful companies, we focused on 
products and processes to identify those 

who were disrupting existing markets or 
who had developed new technologies, 

services or business models. The 

companies chosen to participate in 
the research came from a wide variety 

of sectors, from cake-makers to those 
developing technologies to map the Milky 

Way. In addition, apart from being able 
to demonstrate real innovation, we were 

looking for real growth in revenues over 
the previous three years. 

Commentators have also identified the 

value of external support for growing 
companies and, therefore, one of the 

other key aims of our work was to 
identify the key challenges faced by 

SMEs which could ultimately be used 
by policymakers such as Essex County 

Economics and International Business 
and Principal Lecturer in International 

Business at Anglia Ruskin University, 

and Andrew Hayman, Innovation 

50 Research Lead, reveal some key 

findings. 

Council, the UK Government, business 
networks and academic partners 

to ensure that Innovation Support 
Programmes are targeted correctly and 
meeting needs. 

The research involved spending time 
with the CEOs to fully explore the issues, 
delve deeper into their operations 
and meet their staff. The results were 
fascinating. It became clear from 
our research that our Innovation 50 
organisations were all demonstrating 
similar competences and characteristics, 
regardless of their products, services 
or age which contributed to underlying 

critical success factors for innovative and 
high growth SMEs. 

We found that these key competences 
could be grouped into five distinct, but 

linked, areas. These were leadership, 
unique selling points (USPs), networks, 
culture and strategy. On further analysis, 
it was clear that the critical success 
factors were interdependent and were 
found in all the successful companies 
surveyed, without exception. 

The most crucial and overarching factor 
was leadership and led us to determine a 

set of critical leaderships characteristics 
based on a model of a ‘loose tight’ 
management and leadership style. It is 

Figure 1: Critical Success Factors Figure 2: Critical Leadership Characteristics (The 5 Cs) 

Cambridge (UK), October 2017 - Anglia Ruskin University 

these critical leaderships characteristics 
that can encourage leaders to be bold, 
learn how to manage talent and create 
circumstances where innovation is a way 
of life and will be important in delivering 
excellence in the future. 

The factors uncovered can be used as 
a basis for the identification of firms 

with innovation and growth potential 
and these can also serve as a basis for 
developing mentoring and support 
strategies to encourage further growth 
and progression within every industry. 
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