[image: image7.jpg]sbe

Institute for Small Business
& Entrepreneurship



Institute for Small Business & Entrepreneurship 

7-9 November 2007 - Glasgow, Scotland


SME Research in Germany – 
A structured literature Review of the past 10 years
Thomas Heupel, Research Assistant

University of Siegen, Siegener Mittelstandsinstitut (SMI)

Hölderlinstrasse 3, 57068 Siegen

Tel: +49(0)271-7403430     Email: thomas.heupel@uni-siegen.de
Website: www.smi-siegen.de 
Daniel Kathan, Research Assistant

University of Siegen

Abstract

How has the managerial related SME research developed in the German-speaking area within the retrospective of the last decade? A literature review of selected journals of Small Business Management and Entrepreneurship shall provide relevant information regarding this matter. It can provide a great deal of insight for future SME research, as well as practical implications.  

Therefore, the authors have already extensively analysed SME relevant scientific papers included in four renowned German-speaking journals. Derived from this analysis the conference contribution shall make clear to which fields a high number of articles can be allocated to and thus which research areas are represented in particular. From the clustering it is as well derivable which research fields of classical business administration have not been dealt with under the focus of Small Business. Thus, conclusions on existing research gaps are possible. 

By interviewing several experts, five of the most relevant journals related to managerial SME research in German-speaking areas were identified. These journals are: „Zeitschrift für Betriebswirtschaft (ZfB)“, „Zeitschrift für KMU und Entrepreneurship (ZfKE)“, „Die Betriebs​wirtschaft (DBW)“, „Zeitschrift für Betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung und Praxis (BFuP)“ and „Zeitschrift für betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung (zfbf)“. The clustering for the analysis was conducted in the following manner: For a functional classification primary activities (e.g. Production, Sales) and extended secondary activities (e.g. Procurement, HR, Organisation) were differentiated. For a further consideration of the meta-level the authors used criteria like Strategic Management, Internationalisation, Technology & Innovation Management, Environ​mental Management and IT-Management. Other criteria considered in this analysis include the underlying research design, branch, size, management culture, and legal form of the considered companies.

After validation from the international scientific community, this analysis and the pattern developed by the authors shall be expanded from simply focusing on the above mentioned German-speaking journals to a more international application.

1. Research issue and motivation

The increasing number of SME related professorships and national and international conferences with specific focus on management of SME making it clear that this research field is affected by a high research relevance and acceptance and is becoming more important.

In the international field, a large number of entrepreneurship and SME oriented conferences has already been established in the last five decades (e.g. ISBE, RENT, ICSB, ISBC, HTSF and others). In Germany in contrast, entrepreneurship and SME oriented conferences emerged only in the last ten years. Among the “G-Forum” (first conference in the year 1997), already established in the German-speaking area mainly dealing with entrepreneurship the “Mittel​standstagung” (SiMi06) offered a forum for a multidisciplinary dialogue regarding managerial related SME research. 

The increase in the number of conferences, an increasing focusing on SME related themes in monographs and journals as well as our own interest in SME related research were the motivation for the authors to deal intensively with the German speaking managerial related SME research over the past ten years. The goals are to identify main focuses and “blind spots” within the scientific SME discussion. Besides, for each strongly developing research field like SME it turns out to be necessary to provide an outline of what has been worked out so far and to show which themes and facts have already been researched. Since in Germany the management-based SME research in its actual form is a relatively young and developing research field it is necessary to provide a historical overview of the main ideas already investigated, as well as the most recent work in the field. Such retrospection can be considered as helpful for future research. Our analysis of the literature has shown valuable aspects, more are expected and we hope to provide answers to the following central questions:

· How has SME research developed in German speaking countries in the last decade, and what are the main research topics? 

· Which topics have been considered intensively and which have only been considered in a periphery way? What could be the reasons for it? 

· Which further development of managerial related SME research might take place? What should we focus on in more detail in the future? 

Additionally, the study reflects how the developed concepts might improve the performance of SMEs. After these themes have been compiled, a system of instruments can be identified and systematically organized from the data to allow better control of SMEs and to improve the operations of the SME.  

2. Research Design 

In the entrepreneurship research there exist several current reviews (e.g. Watkins/Reader 2003; McDonald/Gan/Anderson 2004; Bouckenooghe/Buelens/De Clercq/Willem 2004). A good overview of the conceptual procedure of literature reviews is Webster/Watson (2002). In contrast, in the SME research a lack of literature reviews could be identified, especially concerning the German literature. Therefore we conducted the above described analysis.  

By means of the analysis of renowned and thematically relevant journals of the past 10 years a profile of theme fields dealt with has been carried out. In order to realize long-term trends an analysis period of ten years has been chosen. The period determined for the realisation of the study is October 2006 to March 2007.

Selection of the Journals: In a first step the five most relevant journals of managerial related SME research in the German-speaking area had been identified. This had been carried out by means of interviews with several designated experts in the field of German SME research. For this purpose we asked Keynote Speakers of the above mentioned „Siegener Mittelstandstagung (SIMI06)” to participate in a written questionnaire. These were Prof. Joachim Eigler, University of Siegen; Prof. Michael Fallgatter, University of Wuppertal; Dr. Gunter Kayser, Institut für Mittelstandsforschung, Bonn; Prof. Peter Letmathe, University of Siegen; Prof. Axel G. Schmidt, University of Trier; Prof. Friederike Welter, University of Siegen; Prof. Peter Witt, University of Dortmund. The interviewees were asked to state up to five of the most important german-speaking journals which relate to managerial SME research. We refrained from giving a list for selection as well as from a weighted sequence. As a result the following journals were integrated into the literature analysis (the order reflects the amount of nominations):

· Zeitschrift für Betriebswirtschaftslehre (ZfB)

· Zeitschrift für KMU und Entrepreneurship (ZfKE)

· Die Betriebswirtschaft (DBW)

· Zeitschrift für betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung (zfbf)

· Zeitschrift „Betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung und Praxis“ (BFuP)
On the basis of the selected papers it was possible for the authors of the present paper to accomplish a broad analysis and thematic classification of the contained contributions. The clustering for the analysis was formed as follows: For a functional classification primary activities (e.g. Production, Sales) and extended secondary activities (e.g. Procurement, HR, Organisation) were differentiated. For a further consideration of the meta-level, the authors used criteria such as Strategic Management, Internationalisation, Technology & Innovation Management, Environ​mental Management and IT-Management. Furthermore, contribution specific aspects like the underlying research questions, the underlying branch, size and legal form of the considered companies and the focussed company respectively management culture have been considered in the analysis. 

The research method of each analysed paper has been recorded, e.g. if it was a qualitative empirical study, quantitative empirical study, a conceptual work or a literature review. Also it has been considered the data collection and which samples the surveys have dealt with. Due to the analysed data (research methods, content analysis etc.) the submitted analysis is more comprehensive than the studies from McDonald/Gan/Anderson 2004 and Bouckenooghe/Bu​elens/De Clercq/Willem 2004 in which only the research methods have been considered. 

Current status quo of the analysis: Until know we have analysed the four non SME-specific Journals “ZfB“, “DBW“, “zfbf“ and “BFuP”. The titles and abstracts of the four Journals, analysed for this contribution, were checked by two independent persons. For control purposes the results of the analysis are going to be undertaken a “consistency test”. The included SME-oriented papers will be in a further step compared to the SME specific Journal „Zeitschrift für KMU und Entrepreneurship (ZfKE)“. Additionally we will also include the following year books in the analysis: “Jahrbuch der Mittelstandsforschung” and “Jahrbuch der KMU-Forschung und -Praxis” (see Meyer 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007). For an overview of the steps already fulfilled (see 1-3) and the steps still coming up (see 3-6) see the following enumeration: 

· Step 1: Analysis of the identified most important German speaking journals in business administration with some SME contributions.

· Step 2: Derivation of first blind spots and further research topics (national). 

· Step 3: Validation of the concept from the scientific community (nationally and inter​nationally).

· Step 4: Analysis of SME-specific German Journals and German SME specific year books.

· Step 5: Expansion to the most important international journals in business admini​stration with some SME contributions and SME-specific international journals.

· Step 6: Derivation of blind spots and further research topics (international).

3. Data Evaluation

Considering the relevance of SME for the German economy, you will realise that SMEs account for 99.7 % of companies, employ 70.2 % of all employees, offer 81.9 % of all apprenticeship positions, gain 48.8% of the gross value added and 40.2% of the turnover of all German companies (Wallau 2006). This significance doesn’t get reflected in the scientific management discussion. Germany is therefore a developing country, at least in this sense. If you look at the approximately 1200 papers, published in the four analysed journals over the past decade, you will realise that the portion of papers with a special SME relevance are very low. Only 12 papers (1%) have really deep SME specific background and only 60 papers (5%) consider an aspect of the subject. 

From the four analysed journals the „Zeitschrift für Betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung und Praxis (BFuP)“ and the „Zeitschrift für Betriebswirtschaft (ZfB)“ have the most relevant publications from 1997 to 2007. The journal „Die Betriebswirtschaft (DBW)“ lies in the middle and with a wide gap there is the journal „Zeitschrift für betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung (zfbf)“ with the fewest publications in the SME related environment. In this order you will find the in-depth analysis of the journals further down.  

Furthermore one has to notice, that SME-related publications appear in the analysed period after the turn of the millennium more often. In the period analysed, there is in the “ZfB”-volumes from 1996 to 1999 not one SME related paper. The same is true for the “zfbf”. The first SME related paper we found in the year 2002. 

In the further course of this chapter there will be at first a breakdown of the identified SME papers concerning research methodology and the other classification characteristics. Subsequently there will be an analysis on each of the journals separately. As stated above it is obvious that after the turn of the millennium there is a strong rise of SME papers. Also the portion of papers discussing Entrepreneurship increases significantly from the year 2000 onwards and reflects a considerable part of all the analysed papers. At first we thought we would analyse both topics (SME-research and Entrepreneurship-research) separately, what we didn’t in the end. Therefore papers in the area of Entrepreneurship and SME-Management will be considered. 

Besides the degree of the SME relatedness it is possible to display the most often discussed subjects over the last 10 years in the four identified journals. It is obvious that the discussion of the topic Investment and Finance has been most often published (18 papers) (see Löhr (1999); Jacobs/Weinrich (2002); Witt/Brachtendorf (2002); Franke et al. (2004); Gru​nert/Kleff/Nor​den/Weber (2002); Niemann (2004); Nathusius (2003); Mendel (2005); Koch/Weg​mann (1998); Groll/Curti (1998); Bretz (1998); Struck (1999); Hering (2000); Nathusius (2003); Burghof/Schilling (2003); Maiterth/Surth (2005); Koch (2003); Ach​leitner/Nathusius (2005)). Second became the subject strategic management (14 papers) (see Zentes/Swoboda (1999); Löhr (1999); Bronner/Mellewigt/Späth (2001); Witt/Brachtendorf (2002); Melle​wigt/Matiaske (2000); Bosse/Storz (2000); Pleitner (2001); Gau​gler/Keese/Schawilye (2001); Melle​wigt/Matiaske (2000); Woywode (2004); Schachner/Speck​bacher/Wentges (2006); Let​ma​the/Hill (2006); Georgi (2007); Moog/Backes-Gellner/Demirer (2005)). Third most prominent topic is the tax field (9 papers) (see Heyd (2001); Sureth (2003); Niemann (2004); Küffner/Hock (1998); Lüdenbach/Hoff​mann (2004); Herzig/Gellrich/Jensen-Nissen (2004); Maiterth/Surth (2005); Gassen/Sellhorn (2006); Schildbach (2006)). Organisation and inter​national management follow. The allocation of all identified SME related papers to subjects see in the following chart 1.
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Figure 1: SMI related contributions in a specific field found within the analysis
The journal “Betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung und Praxis (BFuP)“ offers with 27 articles the most SME specific papers. This is very interesting because this journal and the “zfbf” received compared to the other journals the fewest points during the identification round through the experts. Seven of the articles in this journal discuss explicitly SMEs (see Lüdenbach/Hoff​mann 2004; Koch 2003; Hering 2000; Burchert/Hering/Hoffjan 1998; Bretz 1998; Koch/Weg​mann 1998; Küffner/Hock 1998). The other articles discuss a specific management problems but talk aside also about SME aspects. Particularly the amount of Entrepreneurship related publications is with four papers quite high (see Moog/Backes-Gellner/Demirer 2005; Böhring​er/Bu​kow​ski/Maurer 2005; Koll​mann/Kuckertz 2005; Koch 1999). An overview of the topics of the publications offers the following table 1. 
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Table 1: Overview of SME related contributions within the BFuP
The subject investment and finance is with nine papers the most discussed subject in the journal “BFuP” (see Achleitner/Nathusius 2005; Koch 2003; Maiterth/Surth 2005; Burg​hof/Schilling 2003; Nathusius 2003; Hering 2000; Struck 1999; Bretz 1998; Groll/Curti 1998; Koch/Wegmann 1998). Immediately follows the subject taxes with seven papers (see Schildbach 2006; Gassen/Sellhorn 2006; Maiterth/Surth 2005; Herzig/Gellrich/Jensen-Nissen 2004; Lüdenbach/Hoffmann 2004; Burchert/Hering/Hoffjan 1998; Küffner/Hock 1998). The subject internationalization has been three times discussed (see Kollmann/Kuckertz 2005; Kudiß 1998; Koch 1999). The topics strategic management (see Moog/Backes-Gellner/Demirer 2005), technology and innovation management (see Böhringer/Bukowski/Maurer 2005) and environmental management (see Lange/Ahsen/Daldrup 1999) are in each case with one paper included. Surprising is that the other subjects haven’t been discussed in the analysed period. 
From the 27 identified papers 10 publications have an empirical basis (see Gassen/Sellhorn 2006; Kollmann/Kockertz 2005; Moog/Backes-Gellner/Demirer 2005; Burghof/Schilling 2003; Frank/Korunka/Lueger 1999; Struck 1999; Lange/Ahsen/Daldrub 1999; Bretz 1998; Koch/Weg​mann 1998; Kudiß 1997). Three further publications use a model theoretical approach (see Maiterth/Surth 2005; Achleitner/Nathusius 2005; Hering 2000). 
The journal “Zeitschrift für Betriebswirtschaft (ZfB)“ offers with 22 publications the second most papers in the area of SME. Out of these publications seven focus on specific SME relevant questions (see Bosse/Storz 2000; Heyd 2001; Gaugler/Keese/Schawilye 2001; Gru​nert/Kleff/Nor​​den/Weber 2002; Schachner/Speckbacher/Wentges 2006; Let​mathe/Hill 2006 and Georgi 2007). Two other publications deal with entrepreneurial problems (see Melle​wigt/Witt 2002; Pleitner 2001). The further 13 papers discuss specific research questions and discuss these questions with regard to SMEs (see Mellewigt/Matiaske 2000; Köhler 2000; Lambertz/Grzenia/Lang​horst 2000; Gierl/Helm 2000; Hauschildt/Schlaak 2001; Bas​sen/Beh​nam/Gil​bert 2001; Letmathe 2001; Grichnik 2002; Sureth 2003; Niemann 2004; Woywode 2004; Wald/Weibler 2005; Bam​berg/Dorf​leitner/Krapp 2006). While there are no SME related publications in the period from 1996 to 1999, they increase after the turn of the millennium. The main focus concerning the topics lies on the following research areas such as strategic management, taxes, investment and finance as well as in the area of organisation. Alongside there are publications with a focus on technology management and innovation management, HR and internationalization. The thematic focus of the publications will be also displayed in the following table 2. By distributing the publications to the research fields there was a multiple allocation possible.
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Table 2: Overview of SME related contributions within the ZfB
Furthermore some publications include a differentiation between micro, small and medium sized enterprises while others do not. In the following articles you will find a differentiation: Bosse/Storz 2000; Köhler 2000; Bassen/Behnam/Gilbert 2001; Letmathe 2001, Gaug​ler/Keese/Schawilye 2001; Mellewigt/Witt 2002; Grunert/Kleff/Norden/Weber 2002. In the papers of Bosse/Storz 2000; Köhler 2000; Bassen/Behnam/Gilbert 2001; Gaug​ler/Kee​se/Schawilye 2001; Mellewigt/Witt 2002; Schachner/Speckbacher/Wentges 2006; Let​mathe 2006 and Georgi 2007 there will be an explicit differentiation of owner-managed and non-owner-managed companies 

From the 22 articles nine are based empirical nature (see Bosse/Storz 2000; Gierl/Helm 2000; Hau​schildt/Schlaak 2001; Heyd 2001; Grunert/Kleff/Nor​den/Weber 2002; Woywode 2004; Wald/Weibler 2005; Bam​berg/Dorf​leitner/Krapp 2006; Schachner/Speckbacher/Wentges 2006). Questionnaires, interviews and observations have been used in approximately the same amount. In seven papers (see Bosse/Storz 2000; Heyd 2001; Letmathe 2001; Mellewigt/Witt 2002; Sureth 2003; Letmathe/Hill 2006; Georgi 2007) comprehensive literature analysis of the topics have been carried out. 

In the journal “Die Betriebswirtschaft (DBW)“ 16 articles have been published with a focus on SME research in the given period. While here also in the first analysed years fewer articles got published, they increased after 1999. From the 16 articles 12 are highly relevant concerning SME related research (see Bamberger 1996; Zentes/Swoboda 1999; Lanwes/Lehner 1999; Löhr 1999; Bronner/Melle​wigt/Späth 2001; Nicolai/Peters​mann 2002; Jacobs/Weinrich 2002; Witt/Brachtendorf 2002; John 2003; Schmelter 2004; Franke et al. 2004; Badibanga/Menkhoff 2005; Grichnik/Immer​thal 2005) and four are thematically close to the SME research (see Kraft 1996; Dirks 1997; Walgen​bach/Beck 2003; Gruber 2004). The main subject is the area of Entrepreneurship with 6 publications in the “DBW” in the analysed period (see Bronner/Melle​wigt/Späth 2001; Nicolai/Petersmann 2002; Witt/Brachten​dorf 2002; John 2003; Franke et al. 2004; Grichnik/Immer​thal 2005). Nearly all of the published papers in this journal are of a theoretical conceptual kind and five papers include an empirical study (see Kraft 1996; Dirks 1997; Zentes/Swoboda 1999; Nicolai/Petersmann 2002; Walgenbach/Beck 2003; Schmelter 2004; Franke et al. 2004; Badibanga/Menkhoff 2005). The samples used, lie between 12 and 270 enterprises. Four of the articles used questionnaires for the data collection and one other publication raised the information by interview (see Kraft 1996; Zentes/Swoboda 1999; Witt/Brachten​dorf 2002; Schmelter 2004; Franke et al. 2004).

Mainly – but not exclusively – the problems of the rather bigger enterprises have been in the middle of the interest. Two publications discuss aspects and problems of micro companies (see Kraft 1996; Dirks 1997). We further analysed the subjects of the publications. There the following allocation becomes obvious: Four papers in the area of strategic management (see Zentes/Swoboda 1999; Löhr 1999; Bronner/Mellewigt/Späth 2001; Witt/Brachtendorf 2002) as well as in the area of investment and finance (see Löhr 1999; Jacobs/Weinrich 2002; Witt/Brach​ten​dorf 2002; Franke et al. 2004). Discussions in the area of organisational problems (see Kraft 1996; Walgen​bach/Beck 2003) and marketing (see Kraft 1996; Gruber 2004) we found twice. The managerial subjects HR (see Dirks 1997) and innovation management (see Nicolai/Peters​mann 2002) we found once. This has been displayed in the following table 3.    
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Table 3: Overview of SME related contributions within the DBW
In the journal “Zeitschrift für betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung (zfbf)“ are the fewest (4) publications with SME relevance. In each year from 2002 to 2005 has been one SME-focused paper released. Similar to the other journals there hasn’t been any article published in the period before 2002. The main subject of discussion is the Entrepreneurship. The publication from Franke/Lüthje (2002) focuses on start-ups from students, Nathusius (2003) analysed financial instruments for different entrepreneurial models and the paper from Fallgatter (2004) analyses the research field of Entrepreneurship in general. The paper from Mendel (2005) discusses problems of financing small and medium sized enterprises. 

The first mentioned paper from Franke/Lüthje (2002) is based on an empirical survey. The sample exists out of 139 students. Data collection has been carried out with oral or/and written questioning. The other papers are theoretical conceptual. The paper of Nathusius also uses model theoretical approaches. Concerning the subject it is possible to allocate the paper from Nathusius and Fallgatter to the technology and innovation management, although the first stated article can be mainly put to the subject investment and finance. The paper from Mendel (2005) focuses also the subject investment and finance. The paper from Franke/Lüthje (2002) discusses as already mentioned the subject of Entrepreneurship. The above stated aspects can be seen in the following table 4. 
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Table 4: Overview of SME related contributions within the zfbf
4. Conclusion and Implications

After analysing 65 papers out of approximately 1200 publications published in the last decade, it is possible to point out strong research fields and “blind spots”. While the dark grey shaded research fields (investment and finance, strategic management and taxes) in table 5 have been intensively reflected, some research fields (white) have been completely neglected (e.g. purchasing, controlling and IT-management) and others (light grey) just got a small amount of attention (e.g. HR, accounting, environmental management). Regarding the research design it becomes obvious that there are non empirical studies in the fields such as purchasing, controlling, environmental management and IT-management (see table 5).
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Table 5: Identification of research fields
Implications for scientific community: Due to the fact that there are SME specific problems in the neglected research fields a more intensive research work is necessary. For example: Even SMEs work in interdisciplinary and international teams and supply chains. This leads to further controlling requirements in order to handle development costs. In the opinion of the authors, SMEs are not prepared for this global simultaneous engineering. Thus, they need SME oriented controlling instruments. Especially with regard to the fact that most of the smaller companies have no real controlling department (Behrens et al. 2005; Kummert 2005).

Implications for policy makers and practitioners: A lot of analysed contributions were influenced by empirical work. Even over the last decade a high number of founded research projects were started in the area of SME related scientific work. So, for a wider reflection of the existing work and even for the initiation of new projects it is necessary that policy makers and practitioners collaborate with scientists and that those practitioners formulate their needs. To start this dialog it is also necessary that more practitioners join national (and international) conferences, participate in round tables open their companies for practical bachelor and master thesis, improve their networking and enlarge their alumni-work. Even as a suggestion of the authors industry associations should prove their possibilities to initiate new SME related chairs, which will be co-financed by the universities and the state. Moreover policy makers should continue with the financial funding of SME-related projects.    

Although this paper analysed only the identified 65 SME related publications in detail it was possible to draw some interesting conclusions out of it. First it becomes obvious that diverse journals focus on different subjects. E.g. the “BFuP” has its main focus in the area of taxes as well as in investment and finance while the “ZfB” has a rather broad perspective. Second, we were surprised about the small number of publications discussing primary activities compared to secondary activities. Third, we were also surprised about the lack of contributions dealing with controlling in SMEs. This is even more amazing due to the fact that controlling is a shortcoming in SMEs. 

It has to be taken into account that the 65 SME related papers are the result of the analysis of the general management journals and a more detailed analysis is work in progress. Within the further step of the ongoing analysis further SME related national and international journals will be analysed and the quality of the results improved. 
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