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Objectives: The paper attempts to answer the question of what makes organisations successful and well performing. It aims at identifying features of successful SMEs, understood as high performance organisations, it also creates the framework of high performance SMEs. Practical objective is to provide recommendations for successful small business management.

Prior Work: The study builds on two main approaches: positive organisational studies and high performance organisation notion. Positive organisational scholarship (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003) focuses on phenomena not only positive, but also extraordinarily positive, highlighting organisational excellence and high performance as criteria of success. High performance organisation approach (Holbeche, 2005; Light, 2005; Lawler & Worley, 2006; Waal, 2005) fits well in this organisational philosophy proposing multilevel insight into nature of successful organisations, their characteristics and activities. Merging these notions in our opinion provides new understanding of SME success.

Approach: As the considerations in the paper are theoretical the employed approach is theory and framework building by conceptual and critical integration of two bodies of knowledge: positive organisational studies and high performance organisation by broad literature review using organisational dialectics.

Results: Our high performance SME framework encompasses three dimensions: challenging strategic direction, flexible organisation design and awesome people. Further, decomposition of these dimensions gives nine characteristics of successful SMEs: strong vision; value creating strategy; clear, challenging strategic goals; adaptive organisational structure; resilient organisational, innovation-oriented processes; holistic information technology; committed leadership; robust, meaningful core values; agile individuals and organisational roles situated in learning organisation.

Implications: For entrepreneurs and owner-managers we propose practical methods and techniques of boosting performance based on high performance SME framework including methods of building effective strategy, structure, and culture. For policy makers are provided ways of supporting entrepreneurship by creating entrepreneurial culture, especially in developing economies, for researchers is proposed new kind of approach to success in SMEs that may be used in future conceptual and empirical studies, finally for educators are provided critical competencies and skills to be developed both in entrepreneurship and management education.

Value: The growing body of literature concerning high performance organisations is getting richer, but still is quite chaotic. The main contribution of the paper is to provide framework of characteristics of high performance organisations and, what is even more important, of high performance SMEs. The paper is therefore valuable for theory, but it is also such for practice, as we give number of practical methods and techniques of increasing performance.
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Introduction

Positive organisational scholarship (POS) present in organisational studies for just a few years seems to provide some fresh air for theoretical and empirical considerations. It attracts much attention with tracks and workshops run at most significant conferences and articles printed in leading journals (Fineman, 2006a, 2006b; Roberts, 2006). POS offers a new look at organisation as a “mystery” and a “marvel” to be embraced, and focuses on two main areas: everything that is normatively positive and what is extraordinarily positive. The latter means directing attention not to average and typical, but to perfect and excellent. Being good is simply not good enough for positive scholarship. Taking this perspective POS seems to couple with another novice in organisational studies – high performance organisation (HPO) notion, some would say that HPO even becomes a part of POS.

Taking positive point of view and looking for excellence we make in this paper an insight into characteristics of high performance organisation, and going even further, we develop a conceptual framework of its dimensions through comprehensive review of the literature in the field. We also employ positive perspective to considerations what performance is and finally try to put high positive performance into configuration with other elements. We attempt to bridge the gap between theory of high performance organisations and the practice of SMEs by providing practical recommendations for stimulating smarter successful small business management. Although we focus on SMEs we claim that the framework and implications presented may be applied as drivers of entrepreneurship in small, medium and large organisations.

Positive approach to organization

Positive organisational scholarship has its main inspiration in positive psychology (Seligman, 2002). Traditional psychology concentrates on pathology of different kind, diseases, inabilities, harm and sadness. Positive psychology proposes different perspective, not replacing traditional approach, but attempting to supplement it. It redirects focus from what is wrong with people toward emphasizing human strengths that allow people to build the best in live, thrive and prosper (Seligman & Peterson, 2003). Happiness in positive psychology view is not the result of genes or luck. It can be reached by identifying and using range of traits and experiences that people possess, such as optimism, wisdom, kindness or trustworthiness. Positive psychology has three main areas of interest: experiences, individual traits, and institutions. The main goal of positive psychology is to create organized systems that actualize human potential. In this view organisations are the carriers of institutions that enable their members to identify the best in them, allow to utilize it achieving sustainable levels of authentic contentment, gratification, and meaning, and create organisational success measured by excellence, abundance, and human well-being.

Positive approach is also present in community psychology, humanistic organisational behaviour, organisational development, prosocial motivation, citizenship behaviour, and corporate social responsibility. The field closest to positive organisational scholarship and mostly contributing to it is organisational development and especially appreciative inquiry. Appreciative inquiry (AI) is the movement within organisational development that seeks the best in people to strengthen the ability of organisation to change and develop. It is a practical philosophy that assumes the organisation is a “mystery” and a “marvel” to be embraced, not a problem to be solved (Cooperrider & Srivastava, 1987: 131), which assumption is also applied to positive organisational scholarship. AI argues that organisations have a positive core which unleashed positive power may bring them to thrive. Similar to positive psychology, it pays attention to positive experiences (former successes), positive traits (positive core of organisation, and people’s positive power), and positive institutions (ways to release positive energy). There is much practice-based evidence on huge improvement potential of AI (Powley, Fry, Barrett, & Bright, 2004; Bushe & Kassam, 2005; Faure, 2006).

Similarly to positive psychology and appreciative inquiry, POS focuses on positive traits, experiences, institutions, and outcomes. It takes a broader look focusing not only on these issues concerning individuals (as positive psychology) and organisational change, transformation, and development (as appreciative inquiry), but extents the interest to various organisational phenomena. POS is a kind of new philosophy of organisation. While it doesn’t reject the organisational and social phenomena, such as greed, selfishness, manipulation, distrust or anxiety, it emphasizes the “positive” ones, e.g. appreciation, collaboration, virtuousness, vitality, meaningfulness, trustworthiness, resilience, wisdom, loyalty, respect and honesty (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003). POS is not a single theory, more a viewpoint putting emphasis on positive and dynamic social and organisational phenomena, encompassing attention “to the enablers (e.g., processes, capabilities, structures, methods), motivations (e.g., unselfishness, altruism, contribution without regard to self), and outcomes or effects (e.g., vitality, meaningfulness, exhilaration, high-quality relationships) associated with positive phenomena” (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003: 4). POS also stresses the dynamics with special emphasis on nonlinear positive dynamics – “positive spirals” (Fredrickson, 2003).

Term “positive” may be applied to wide range of phenomena: states, processes and relationships of individuals, groups and organisations, where positivity has its occurrence, causes and consequences. We claim that another level of analysis, although not purely organisational, may be the level of society. 

The expression “positive” is however not entirely clear and has been a matter of discussion and critique (George, 2004). POS authors understand “positive” as “…affirmative bias and orientation, not a substitute for other more common organisational phenomena”, and state that POS “focuses on phenomena that are displayed not in accordance with the situation broadly constructed, or, in other words, phenomena that are unexpectedly positive” (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 2003: 5). In this new viewpoint POS is normative in its efforts, it uses not only categories of “effective” and “ineffective”, but also distinguishes “good” from “bad” and decides to focus on what is good in people and organisations. “Positive” here has a different meaning from the one used in traditional organisational studies, where it labels something that works properly – achieves goals, makes profit etc. For POS it means something “good” (opposite to “bad”), and something working unexpectedly well (more than “effective”).

POS scholars claim that the most important advantage of this approach is looking at old phenomena in new ways. Just as looking at object from different viewpoints reveals new details, also positive organisational scholarship allows to see things formerly invisible. A good lesson here may be learned again from positive psychology and Seligman (2002) by using the term “organisational happiness” as an analogy to people happiness. It is not the result of luck, it can be cultivated by using strengths organisations already possess – kindness, originality, humour, optimism, and generosity. Analogically to people, organisations can also develop buffers against misfortune and move to a new, more positive sustainable level of authentic contentment, gratification, and meaning. By identifying the very best in themselves organisations can not only improve themselves but also the world around them. They may contribute not only to societal welfare, but also to building better world where individuals are able to realize their full potential. Just as for positive psychology, the overall goal here is to create organized institutions that actualize human potential.

As said before, positive organisational scholarship does not attempt to replace traditional organisational theories. Its efforts are concentrated on supplementing them and may contribute by finding missing links between theories. It does not force organisations to abandon their desire of competitive advantage, more helps to extent their aspirations to thriving and aids realizing them by unleashing positive energy from new meaning creation, relationship transformation etc. To facilitate the considerations on positive approach Bratnicki and Zbierowski (2006b) proposed a matrix of positive phenomena put in levels and issues (table 1).

Table 1. Areas of focus of POS (Bratnicki & Zbierowski, 2006b)

	
	Individual
	Organisational
	Societal

	Causes (experiences and traits)
	trustworthiness, resilience, wisdom, humility, high levels of positive energy, unselfishness, altruism, positive experiences
	appreciation, collaboration, virtuousness, vitality, meaningfulness, creating abundance, experiences of past successes
	compassion, loyalty, honesty, respect, forgiveness

	Institutions (enablers)
	positive norms, attitude towards work, meaning of work, positive motivation, leadership behaviours
	processes, capabilities, structures, methods virtuousness, flexible organisation design, harmony
	good laws, wisdom of society, support and positive perception and feedback

	Consequences
	human fulfilment, ennobled human behaviours, human well-being, knowledge and wisdom
	excellence, transcendence, positive deviance, extraordinary performance, positive spirals of flourishing
	social welfare and stability, happiness


SME performance in positive perspective

Our study focuses on positive traits and high performing SMEs. It is therefore crucial to ask a question of what really means performance in positive perspective. It is useful to adopt here dialectical way of thinking that sets short time performance (including satisfaction of stakeholders) against growth and development in long run. Organisational performance is a complex, multifaceted construct that should be examined with an eye towards complexity, including non-financial, forward-looking and perceptual indicators (Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Glaister and Buckley, 1998; Hackett & Group, 2005; Sirmon & Hitt, 1993). Organisation, as March (1991) argues must trade off gains in average performance through exploration in the long run against the reduction in variance in return gained through exploitation in the short run. More recently many scholars have theorized that modern performance, corporate governance and performance measurement systems attempt to address both profitability and growth, tangible and intangible issues (Kruger & Snyman, 2006; McGee, Thomas, & Wilson, 2005; Pearce & Robinson, 2005). Of particular interests in positive perspective is the finding “...that renewal requires the organisations to explore and learn new ways, while concurrently exploiting what they have already learned” (Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999: 522). Organisations wanting to develop must search for activities using what is currently known (e.g. efficiency, refinement, improvement, execution) and simultaneously those requiring the generation of new knowledge (e.g. experimentation, rebirth, discovery, innovation, flexibility, and renewal (Ahuja & Lampert, 2001; Crossan & Berdraw, 2003; Levinthal & March, 1993; Rothaermel, & Deeds, 2004). It should be noted here, that the explorative side is more creative, invention-focused, and growth-oriented. Conversely, the technique and tools of the exploitative side are aimed at making an organisation more operationally efficient through incremental improvements of routine set of activities, unified processes focused on survival. This view is consistent with findings suggesting that organisations should be designed to perform seamlessly on a day-to-day basis and to simultaneously transform themselves (Garud, Kumaraswamy, and Sambamurthy, 2006). That is, they positively confront demands for survival and growth by reinforce and dynamically balance their organisational elements in the emergence of organisational platforms of resources, capabilities, and options. The message here is simple: the organisational effectiveness exists when an integrated organisational infrastructure contains a set of resources, capabilities, competences and enablers that work together in the growth, as well as survival processes within the existing organisation. In other words, with regard to the explorative/exploitative distinction, we posit that both are fundamental to positive organisational effectiveness.

The organisational effectiveness construct is difficult to be defined and measured, especially concerning SMEs (Cameron & Whetten, 1983; Deviney, Johnson, Yip, Hensmans, Prasantham, & Richard, 2005; Meyer & Gupta, 1994; Mezias, Chen, & Murphy, 2001; Quinn, 1983). Additionally, March and Sutton (1997) contended that an inquiry into a nature of effectiveness is one of the most permanent processes in the organisation studies.

Apart from taking into consideration both short and long perspective, positive way of thinking demands considering the nature of performance, the outcomes of organisational activities. Some scholars (e.g. Buchanan, 2000; Pascale & Gioia 2000; Parra-Luna, 2000) argue that different economic, social, cultural, and political endeavours are aimed not only at achieving material benefits but also contribute to building of new, better world rooted in health, economic wealth, security, knowledge, freedom (choices), justice, quality of activities (social development potential), and environment protection. Specifically, the central challenge for SME owners and managers is how to arrive at some workable reconciliation between the instrumental and other moral, immaterial criteria. In the circumstances, where nobody knows what exactly organisational effectiveness of SME is, we emphasize value consensus the fundamental background for promoting and structuring performance understanding.

In positive perspective, there is no objective measure of SME organisational effectiveness. The so-called objective measures (e.g., financial measures) that appear to be precise need careful interpretation. An additional complication is that achieved scores cannot be judged independently of risk required to generate them. It is also worth remembering that what SMEs take as measures of effectiveness or success will not be the same over time. For example, those organisations who have failed to invest in the past may have excellent past performance but have poor future prospects. Hence, there is important question of how long is the period that should be taken to measure effectiveness. Finally, stakeholders and cultural perspectives influences the interpretation of chosen measures in terms of organisational success or failure. 

Organisational excellence and characteristics of high performing SMEs

Multidimensional approaches to performance have been found in various areas of management to be an improvement of simple one-dimensional measures and to be able to capture both short- and long- term aspects of value creation in the organisation (Phelps, 2004). In tune with some criticisms raised so far, how might management scholars engaged with organisational effectiveness thinking refine their assumptions and expectations? Performance-driven organisations are more successful (Watt, 2001). Drawing on multilevel approaches we propose a theoretical model of the characteristics of high performance organisation. In the long run, we propose that an ability to meet high performance demand can be itself an intangible asset and a source of competitive advantage.

Actions of managers have powerful impact on the fate of their organisations, managerial logic and real learning are critical and often a scarce-resource (Rousseau, 2005) rather than the widespread uptake of organisational fads, fashions and false conclusions (Staw & Epstein, 2000). This line of reasoning continues in the use of organisational fact-finding and experimentation to improve decision quality (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006) and recent developments regarding high performance organisations (Holbeche, 2005; Light, 2005; Lawler & Worley, 2006; Waal, 2005). High performing organisation, in our opinion, provides the necessary model to guide the closing of the research-practice gap. When managers acquire a systematic understanding of the high performance logic, what they measure is valid, that is to say, it is respectable over time and critical across performance measurement situations. It is less likely that what managers measure and learn will be wrong and stay alive through the dangers of managing (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002).

Organisational excellence seems to have a tremendous explaining power. However, despite the voluminous attention it has received, there is still no consequence even on the most basic, fundamental issues and characteristics that can be stimulated to prospective organisations. At the centre of our arguments is the concept of high performance organisation, which we define as an organisation that achieves sustainable extraordinary results by effectiveness-driven behaviour of its members embodied in a specific organisational excellence infrastructure.

With regard to excellent organisation Peters and Waterman (1992) identified that consistently successful companies had strong alignment between strategy, systems, structure, leadership style, and the skills and style of staff. Their research has also shown the role of a strongly shared mindset and culture as the key variable in achieving high performance. In Collins’ (2001) study of a “great” companies’ relentless commitment to excellence was part of their secret. They build the foundation for longer-term viability while harvesting the fruits of yesterday’s labour in here and now.

The research by Light (2005) expresses related ideas in terms of the four key traits common to all robust organisations: (1) alertness by thinking in future tenses; (2) agility by empowering organisational members fostering open communication, and organizing for lightning; (3) adaptability by building the freedom to learn and the freedom to imagine, by using multiple measures to avoid complacency and cheating, and by challenging the prevailing wisdom; (4) alignment by leading to mission, saturating the organisation with information, and ignoring irrelevant issues that impede command. These four underlying pillars help organisations to achieve extraordinary results by reducing ignorance, inflexibility, indifference, and inconsistency. Characteristically, the first factor is focused on the three characteristics that address organisational ignorance – measuring results, strengthening program evaluation, and setting clear incentives for high performance. Therefore, it seems that maintaining high performance requires continuous monitoring, adjustment, and unbalancing the scorecard in search for new metrics. 

In a recent analysis of ninety one studies on high performance organisations Waal (2005) found eight characteristics that can guide organisations to superior results: (1) organisational design – collaboration across functional and organisational borders, simple, and flat structure, wide sharing of information and knowledge; (2) strategy – mobilizing vision, clear and challenging goals, common understanding of the strategic direction, balancing long- and short-term focus; (3) organisational process – good and fair reward and incentive structure, continuous improvement, disciplined measuring what matters, information feedback, innovation for creating new sources of competitive advantage, best practices, continuous and open internal communication; (4) technology – flexible ICT systems throughout the organisation; (5) leadership –relationships based on trust, integrity and leading by example, action-focused decision making, coaching, high standards and stretching goals, allowing experiments and mistakes, inspiring to accomplish extraordinary results, encouraging people to become leaders, commitment to the organisation for the long haul; (6) individuals and roles – learning organisation, attracting exceptional people, engaged and involved people, safe and secure workplace; (7) culture – empowering and freedom, core values, performance-drive, transparency and trust; (8) environment – customer value creation, good relationships with all stakeholders, consequent monitoring and adequate responsing, comparing with the best, partnership and value creating network. More recently, empirical research shows a positive relation of high performance organisation characteristics with organisational performance (Waal, 2006a) that enables organisations to achieve superior results. Specifically, eight characteristics have shown a statistically significant correlation with competitive performance: (1) organisational design; (2) strategy; (3) process management; (4) leadership; (5) long term orientation; (6) continuous improvement; (7) culture; (8) external orientation (Waal, 2006b).

In a similar vein, Holbeche (2005) has argued that high performance organisation model offers a refreshing and promising approach to creating dynamic stability and sustainable success by managing change. The main point is that a major impetus for the development of organisation appears to be a reconciliation of seemingly incompatible needs. It is important to note that, in her view, the key elements of the model include: (1) change ability (flexibility, speed and learning); (2) knowledge-rich context for innovation; (3) a boundaryless organisation; (4) people willing to release “discretionary effort”; (5) great place to work; and (6) value-based organisation. She also points out that appropriate management and leadership, built in flexibility, a fair employee deal, empowerment and accountability are the underpinning feature of the model. We argue that these qualities may form the basis of developing the organisation’s capability for performance measurement as a driver or enabler for creating sustainable high performance.

Sharing the same line of thought, Miller and Le Breton-Miller (2003) reveal four priorities that any organisation can use to drive long-term high performance strategies. The authors called these priorities: command, continuity, community, and connection – or “the four Cs”. Command refers to being decisive, speedy, innovative, courageous leadership, and focusing on acting as an unfettered stewardship rather than being slave of shareholders; keeping to renew or adapt the organisation and keeping the organisation spry. Continuity, another driving priority, reflects pursueing a lasting substantive mission and developing sustaining and renewing core competencies needed to achieve long-term results; the emphasis is on getting things done, fulfilling the mission, sustaining good performance by acting in the long-run interests of an organisation and all its stakeholders. Next priority, community contains activities necessary to get everyone inside the organisation psyche that spawn cohesive, caring culture, shaped by strong values and deep concern of organisational participants; encouraging informality, initiative, and teamworking; designing flat, unsiloed organisation as the enabler of aggregation and sharing of information. Finally, connection contributes to partnering value chain focus, to securing win-win, enduring network relationships with external stakeholders, and the broader community instead of one shot bargains, relying on being responsive, solicitous, and good citizen.

Blending and configuring these four priorities correctly create strategies, which enhance long-term high performance. And, organisation’s viability is sustained by two dynamic tensions: continuity versus command (mission momentum versus action and redirection), and community versus connection (internal cohesiveness versus external relationships).

According to Lawler and Worley (2006) organisational excellence involves five core tasks that foster continuous and rapid change: (1) closely connecting organisation to its environment by continuous strategizing, especially crafting the strategic intent; (2) attracting and retaining human capital, developing leadership and reward experimentation in order to encourage learning and growth as well as a current value-added activities; (3) learning about new capabilities (processes, routines, behaviours, systems) and new competencies (technologies and knowledge) by developing and applying appropriate information systems; (4) continuously improving performance by constantly refocusing attention and resources for both current and future problems; (5) seeking temporary competitive advantage through an approach to organisational design that assumes change is normal, by dynamic alignment with value creating processes in order to support the strategic intent. In effect such a built-to-change organisation distinguishes from others in its emphasis on measuring predictors of future performance. For instance, Ulrich and Smallwood (2004) show how an organisation can use metrics of organisational capabilities, and Huselid, Beckers and Beatty (2005) demonstrate a number of basic measures of human capital (e.g. individual skill and competencies, staff development, investment in training). 

To be sure, organisations are created to be highly reliable. Nonetheless, when they face contemporary, competitive environment they often need to adopt and to innovate, thus they are likely to exhibit the aforementioned pattern of excellence. Hence, Lawler and Worley (2006) imply an integrated approach that considers environmental scenarios, disciplined strategizing (describing a path that is proximate to both the organisation’s environment and its identity), designing structures and processes that enable organisation to perform effectively, and creating value by developing competences and capabilities together as the primary contributors to organisational effectiveness spinning around the organisation’s identity  (core values, behaviours and beliefs derived from the organisation’s culture). 

This built-to-change model presents some evidence of the importance of designing framework for decision-making processes as a key element of dynamic alignment (modifying and adjusting) among identity, intent, capabilities, competences, and other components of design. Consequently our contention is that in order to do so, it is important to acknowledge that to be right such framework must reflect an understanding of organisation’s identity, should address current and future demands of strategic intent and organisational competencies and capabilities, also had to be embedded in whole organisation design. In summary, following the high performance organisation models described above, the salient results of our analyses are reported in Table 2.

Table 2. An Overview of the High Performance Organisation

	Basic organisational dimension
	Component of the organisation

	Challenging strategic direction
	· Strong vision, which mobilizes for action and is a core of shared understanding of strategic intent;

· Strategy, which: (1) follows a consequent environment monitoring, (2) is driven by intelligent strategic responses, (3) is based on maintaining good and persistent relationships with stakeholders, (4) is partnership- and growth-oriented, (5) seeks to be a part of customer value creation network, (6) aims at winning the very best competitors;

· Clear, challenging strategic goals and objectives that incorporate long-term and short-term perspectives, recognize trade-offs between effectiveness and efficiency, and closely connect organisation to its environment by continuous strategizing.

	Flexible organisation design
	· Adaptive organisational structure, which: (1) is simple and flat, (2) facilitates collaboration and information sharing, (3) enables knowledge management, (4) supports diffusion of best practices, (5) assumes that change is natural, (6) opens for organizing across borders and for networking;

· Resilient organisational, innovation-oriented processes, which: (1) are incorporated in a continuous improvement framework, (2) support information flow necessary for shaping the direction of improvement, (3) enable relevant performance measurement, (4) facilitate internal communication, (5) foster good and fair reward and incentive system, (6) develop capabilities and competences, (7) search for new metrics;

· Holistic information technology throughout the organisation, supporting organisational alertness and thinking in future terms.

	Awesome people
	· Organisation’s committed leadership that: (1) is purposeful, (2) gives a good example and advice, (3) takes care of mutual trust (4) inspires to accomplish extraordinary results, (5) enables change and learning by failure, (6) understands diversity and is capable of using it in teamwork, (7) aligns vision and values, (8) stimulates team working across mindset, functional and corporate boundaries;

· Organisational culture grounded on robust, meaningful core values, and which: (1) is performance-driven, (2) promotes transparency, openness, and trust, (3) brings together control and autonomy, (4) facilitates empowerment in order to give organisational member a latitude of decision making, discretion of action, accountability, and – in consequence – to foster agility;

· Agile individuals and organisational roles situated in learning organisation, which: (1) attracts and retains exceptional people fitted to organisational culture, (2) strengthens personal engagement, (3) ensures the feeling of safety of organisational members, (4) develops strong psychological contracts, (5) trains people for agility by drawing the right lessons from the past, (6) reduces the cost of learning.


A particular high performance activity is composed of numerous elements or characteristics – it is itself multidimensional. The different tracks of research and thinking appear to reflect three dimensions or forms of intelligence underlying high performance organisation: interaction with environment; organisation design; and people. That is, the performance model is about organisations that enable performance measurement in the organisational virtues – such as coevolving with environment, flexible design, and awesome people that are linked to higher levels of organisational effectiveness. 

Not surprisingly, a growing literature has established that there are characteristics common in the high performance organisation model. As we look at the synthesis of results from previous research on high performance organisation, two main findings become apparent. First, three basic dimensions of high performance organisation occurred in the organisational configuration. As it can be seen in Table 2, which summarizes the three high performance dimensions which we called challenging strategic direction, flexible organisational design, and awesome people. High performance organisation characteristics should be taken into consideration separately for each dimension found in the first column in Table 2. 

Second, we can see in Table 2 that each dimension itself consists of three different components. Specifically, we further delineate strong vision, intelligent strategy, and challenging objectives, which are incorporated in an organisation’s strategic creation. Furthermore, alongside adaptive organisational structure and resilient organisational processes, holistic information technology is arguably the third element of the flexible organisation design. Also shown in the second column of Table 2, primary focus of shaping human capital of awesome people is upon specific leadership, organisational culture, individuals, and roles.

Discussion – towards the harmony within high performance SMEs

Extraordinary performance and excellence are just two of many phenomena described in positive organisational scholarship. Another one is harmony. Based on previous works we assume that maintaining organisational harmony makes organisations not only performing better, but performing better in positive way, satisfying needs of stakeholders and creating potential for future growth and development. Indeed, harmony is here both institution for creating certain consequences and one of the consequence itself.

SME performance may be seen as “a consequence of fit between two or more factors, such as, the fit between organisation environment, strategy, structure, systems, style, and culture” (Drazin & Van de Ven, 1985: 334). It results from configurations which are both internally consistent and externally congruent with contextual factors (Miller, 1996). Empirical studies regarding configurations have consistently found evidence that the fit among organisational characteristics is an important predictor of firm performance. Wiklund and Shepherd (2005) have found that the configurational approach, manifested in access to capital and dynamism of the environment combined with entrepreneurial orientation, explains variance in small firm performance.

Consequently, we argue, that the fit between environment, strategy, culture, leadership, structure with systems, and people, sustains high performance. This role of harmony is instrumental in motivating organisational members to use and take advantage of existing knowledge stored in organisation’s culture, strategy, structure, systems, and procedures (Waldman, Ramirez, House, & Puranam, 2001). Repositories of performance management need to be aligned with one another in a coherent way – or realigned with the new opportunity – so that culture, structures, and systems could support the strategy of the organisation. The more harmonized the organisational architecture is, the better organisational context (organisational enablers) that both orientates performance management works and animates them.

Our high performance organisation framework encompasses three dimensions: challenging strategic direction; flexible organisation design and awesome people. Further, decomposition of these dimensions gives nine characteristics of HPOs: strong vision; value creating strategy; clear, challenging strategic goals; adaptive organisational structure; resilient organisational, innovation-oriented processes; holistic information technology; committed leadership; robust, meaningful core values; agile individuals and organisational roles situated in learning organisation (Table 2). These characteristics seem to cover most of harmonized elements of organisation (strategy, culture, leadership, structure with systems, people). Considering that most organisations face increasingly turbulent and uncertain business environment – external context, we state that the missing puzzle here is organisational entrepreneurship, which itself is a very positive phenomenon (Bratnicki & Zbierowski, 2006a). There is much evidence that organisational entrepreneurship is a way to increase performance and, in fact, to achieve high organisational performance (Antoncic, 2006; Ireland & Webb, 2007; West, 2007). Furthermore, organisational entrepreneurship seems to impact most of elements of organisational harmony (strategy, culture, leadership, structure with systems, people) and through all of them create excellence and high performance.

Limitations, future research directions and practical recommendations

Applying positive perspective is not free from limitations (Fineman, 2006a). It may lack scientific rigor, and by some is treated more like a wishful thinking. On the other hand there is substantial body of knowledge concerning high performance organisations and increasing number of empirical studies are being performed (e.g. Rai, 2006). Another limitation concerns fit and configurational approach. In our study we pay more attention to internal fit and harmony, less to external fit. The assumption that organisations face increasingly turbulent and uncertain environment is correct, however may not be entirely universal. Therefore organisational entrepreneurship as the best way to achieve high performance may under some circumstances be questionable. The paper also do not answer the question of performance at different levels and relations among them. It focuses exclusively on organisational level, and leaves the individual and societal levels apart. Considerations of impact of high performance organisation on organisational members, stakeholders, communities and society are however to broad to include in the paper.

Future research in the area of high performance SMEs should incorporate modern theories and approaches, such as complexity approach. Applying it to considerations of high performance and positivity in organisations may bring new insight into organisational harmony and excellence. Another potential direction of future research is conceptual and empirical investigation of high performance at different levels (individual and societal) and especially relations between them. Positive approach tries to emphasize broader look than traditional management scholarship and takes into consideration not only organisation but also individuals and society. Their performance, indicated by human fulfilment, well-being, knowledge and wisdom, and social welfare, stability and happiness is just as important as success of organisation. It is therefore crucial to ask in future studies questions about impact of high performance organisations on individuals, communities and societies. 

As Cameron, Dutton, Quinn and Wrzesniewski (2003) argue the issue of measurement of positive phenomena is one of most important for future investigation. This conclusion is also actual for high performance organisations, creating effective performance measurement system, taking into consideration both objective and subjective measures, short- and long-term perspective, exploitation and exploration seems to be one of greatest challenges in management science.

The proposed conceptual framework of high performance SMEs brings a number of brief practical recommendations for various groups: (1) for entrepreneurs, business owners and managers recommendations include: developing strong vision directed towards fast growth; realising it at every stage of organisational life and building growth around it; continuous environment monitoring and agile responding to changes; careful stakeholders identifying and keeping good relationships with them based on value creation; reconciliation of short-term performance and long-term growth, excellence and longevity; building adaptive organisational structure enabling information sharing; measuring performance and creating performance measurement systems even in small businesses; developing entrepreneurial leadership and teamworking; empowering employees; (2) policy makers are able support smarter SME management for high performance in following ways: facilitating the organisational change from legal point of view; encouraging internationalising of businesses; creating entrepreneurship-friendly culture; promoting transparency, openness and trust; (3) researchers may drawn following future research directions from presented results: empirical examination of SME performance and links between HPO characteristics and performance both separately and in complex relationships; examining complexity of high performance SME characteristics; (4) finally educators and consultants can use presented framework to support high performance of SMEs by: highlighting the importance of visionary planning and consequent strategic analysis especially for starting-up entrepreneurs; teaching to build simple and flat organisational structure and maintain it during fast growth periods; highlighting information sharing and knowledge management importance; teaching entrepreneurs to change and evolve their businesses; developing global perspective of business; developing leadership competences in entrepreneurs.
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