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Abstract:

Given that (1) career success implies an improvment in SME entrepreneurs quantity and quality of life, (2) human capital and competencies can be improved through education and training, and (3) most of the previous studies concerning these factors have been conducted in developed countries, it is of both theoretical and contextual importance to conduct further research on these issues in the context of Thailand. Thus, this study aims to provide a better understanding of the effects of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies on the career success of Thai SME entrepreneurs.

Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (2002, 2005) shows that, like other developing countries, the majority of Thai SME entrepreneurs are neccesity-based entrepreneurs with low levels of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies, whereas most of those in developed countries are generally identified as opportunity-based entrepreneurs with high levels of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies.

This study applies the human capital approach in examining the relationship between human capital and career success, and the competency approach in examining the relationship between entrepreneurial competencies and career success. A self-administerd questionnaire was used as a survey tool. SPSS for Windows was used to analyze the data from the 388 completed questionnaires. Two types of data analysis, including descriptive and correlation analyses, were employed.

All 13 hypotheses were supported. This implies that successful Thai SME entrepreneurs are people who have certain levels of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies. They continually learn from a variety of sources in order to collect a portfolio of knowledge, skills, and experience relevant to their jobs as well as to develop and modify their own entrepreneurial competencies.
As the instrument for measuring entrepreneurial competencies used in this study was developed 

based on entrepreneurial behaviors and had already been empirical tested with Thai SME entrepreneurs, it could be used as a self-assessment tool for Thai SME entrepreneurs to identify both their own personal levels of each entrepreneurial competency and of those areas requiring further development. Thai policy makers can also use the results in this study as a basis for developing a framework of entrepreneurial training in terms of the competencies necessary for success among SME Entrepreneurs.

This study provides both theoretical and empirical evidence for the crucial role of these factors in determining the career success of SME entrepreneurs particularly in the context of Thailand. Thus, further comparative work may be conducted across differenct industries, regions in Thailand, and countries.
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Introduction:

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) provide the solid foundation of Thailand’s industrial development, their products being utilized in larger industries as semi-products or raw materials (Tapaneeyangkul, 2001). In addition to their industrial role, SMEs constitute the key element in gauging and linking all crucial units of industry together and in filling the small gaps in industrial clusters (Simachokedee, 1999). SMEs also compensate for the limited success that large enterprises in Thailand have had in generating jobs. The concentration of economic power and the financial- and physical-capital-intensive nature of large enterprises are, in many instances, in direct conflict with the goals of the Thai government’s social and economic development plan. In contrast SMEs employ a large proportion of the human capital, provide a productive outlet for expressing the entrepreneurial spirit of individuals, and assist in dispersing economic activity throughout the country. This makes SMEs more effective job creators than large enterprises; therefore, SMEs promote free enterprise and a sufficiency economy by creating wealth and spreading it out to the grassroots level, which stimulates the economic and social development of Thailand (Wasuntiwongse, 1999). 

Entrepreneurs around the world can be divided into two types: opportunity-based and necessity-based (GEM, 2002, 2005). Opportunity-based entrepreneurs are entrepreneurs with high levels of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies. They choose to become SME entrepreneurs when they perceive business opportunities; thus, pursuing an entrepreneurial career is their choice. Necessity-based entrepreneurs, on the other hand, are entrepreneurs with low levels of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies. They generally lack other viable options for earning a living; thus, pursuing an entrepreneurial career is not their choice but a compulsion. As in other developing countries, a majority of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand have been identified as necessity-based entrepreneurs (GEM, 2004).

As human capital and entrepreneurial competencies can be improved through education and training (Parry, 1998) and the success of SME implies an improvement in SME entrepreneurs’ quantity and quality of life (Lau, 2002), it is incumbent on potential and practicing SME entrepreneurs, consultants, educational-training program developers, academic researchers, and policy makers to improve their understanding of the effects of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies on the career success of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand. In other words, there is a need to gain a better understanding of the effects of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies on the career success of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand. This study then addresses the research question: To what extents are human capital and entrepreneurial competencies related to the career success of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand?
Literature Review:

Definition of SME Entrepreneurs

The Oxford English Dictionary (2002) defines entrepreneurs as “individuals who start or organize commercial enterprises”. Schumpter (1934) states that entrepreneurs are the decision makers in a particular cultural context who command a range of behaviors that exploit certain opportunities. The idea that entrepreneurs function primarily as creators of innovation in the production process has influenced much of the literature on entrepreneurship in developed economies, where entrepreneurs are commonly associated with the founding of business ventures (Chusimir, 1988; and Kirzner, 1979). However, in recent years, there has been an alternative explanation of entrepreneurial roles that focuses more on the entrepreneurs’ abilities to organize rather than to create, which has resulted in the interchangeable use of the terms entrepreneurs and small business owners (Spring & MacDade, 1998).

The definition of SMEs varies across countries due to differences in business law and infrastructure (Curran & Blackburn, 2001; and Gunasekaran et al., 2000). SMEs are generally defined as private enterprises that are relatively small compared to other enterprises in the same market or industry and are not formed as a part of large enterprises or business groups (Storey, 1994). In Thailand, SMEs are classified into four sectors including manufacturing, service, wholesale, and retail (OSMEP, 2002).

Table 1: Definition of SMEs in Thailand

	Sector
	No. of Employees
	Fixed Assets

(million baht)

	1. Manufacturing
	51 – 200
	50 – 200

	2. Service
	51 – 200
	50 – 200

	3. Wholesale
	26 – 50
	50 – 100

	4. Retail
	16 – 30
	30 – 60


Source: OSMEP (2002)

In this study, the researcher follows Burn (2001) in defining SME entrepreneurs as owners (or co-owners) of SMEs, who may or may not be the founders of their businesses and for whom SMEs are their primary source of income and consume the majority of their time and resources. This operational definition is used because this study focuses primarily on the human capital and entrepreneurial competencies required for enhancing entrepreneurs’ performance and career success, as well as for managing and developing successful SMEs. Owners (or co-owners) can effectively assume the entrepreneurial roles of bearing uncertainties, innovating, and capturing market opportunities when managing and developing the business; it is not necessary that they be the founders of the business (Man, 2001).

Thai SME Entrepreneurs

In Thailand, a majority of the SME entrepreneurs in the past had relatively little formal education. For example, Tambunlertchai (1986) found that 58.5% of SME entrepreneurs received only primary or secondary educations, while university graduates comprised only 14.5% of the entrepreneurs studied. They were also unlikely to develop their performance through formal training programs, as they perceived that operational issues were more important than acquiring and developing new knowledge and skills. However, due to the knowledge-based economy that has been evolving since the late 1990s, the new generation of SME entrepreneurs is tending to pay more attention to the pursuit of higher education. Due to the fact that local financial and SME development-service centers are not fully developed, SME entrepreneurs in Thailand have relatively low levels of entrepreneurial competencies compared to their counterparts in developed countries (Phagaphasvivat, 2002; and Wasuntiwongse, 1999). The Department of Industrial Promotion (DIP) (2003) has summarized the problems facing SME entrepreneurs in Thailand including lack of access to credit financing, lack of access to wider markets or customers, lack of capability for business planning, lack of skills of workers, lack of knowledge or information on technology, lack of skills in financial management and simple accounting, lack of knowledge or information on business opportunities, and lack of knowledge or information on tax and other commercial laws and regulations.

Human Capital 

Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1964, 1993) posits that individuals with more or higher-quality human capital perform better at executing relevant tasks, so human capital pertains to individual knowledge and abilities that allow for changes in action and economic growth. Human capital may be developed through formal training and education aimed at updating and renewing an individual’s capabilities in order to do well in society. Human capital is represented by an aggregate of investments, including education, health, on-the-job training, migration that enhance an individual’s productivity in the labor market (Becker, 1964; Behrman & Taubman, 1982; and Schultz, 1962) and also in non-market activities (Jorgenson & Fraumeni, 1994; OECD, 1996; and Schultz, 1994). It is therefore generally defined, from the social perspective, as the innate abilities, knowledge, and skills that individuals acquire throughout their lifetimes (Korman & Marin, 1997; and Laroche & Merette, 1997). Innate abilities represent potentials which are received free of cost by individuals (and society as a whole), while knowledge and skills are the actualization of these potentials mostly through individual efforts involving a cost.  Both components enhance the productivity of individuals in the production of goods, services, and ideas within market and non-market environments (Korman & Marin, 1997).

Entrepreneurial Competencies

The concept of entrepreneurial competencies relates to entrepreneurs’ performance (Draganidis & Mentaz, 2006). Because entrepreneurs perform the roles of both owners and managers, the areas of entrepreneurial competencies are broader than managerial competencies (Johnson & Winterton, 1999). Johnson and Winterton (1999) argue that, as it is difficult to determine when the activities performed by entrepreneurs are either pure managerial-administrative activities or pure entrepreneurial activities, the term entrepreneurial competencies should refer to managerial–entrepreneurial competencies. While there is no universally accepted list of entrepreneurial competencies, this study follows Man’s (2001) classification of entrepreneurial competencies as a theoretical framework. Man (2001) defines entrepreneurial competencies as individual characteristics, including personality traits, knowledge, and skills, that lead to effective or higher entrepreneurial job performance, which can be assessed through the behaviors of entrepreneurs. His framework was developed in a qualitative study by interviewing 19 successful SME entrepreneurs in Hong Kong and then empirically testing his framework through a mail survey. The ten clusters of entrepreneurial competencies identified in his framework consist of 1) opportunity, 2) relationship, 3) analytical, 4) innovative, 5) operational, 6) human, 7) strategic, 8) commitment, 9) learning, and 10) personal strength competencies (see Table 2). 

Table 2: Entrepreneurial Competencies

	Behavioural Focus
	Sub-Behavioural Focus

	1) Opportunity Competencies


	( Identify goods or services customers want

( Perceive unmet consumer needs

( Actively look for products or services that provide real benefits to customers

( Seize high-quality business opportunities

	2) Relationship Competencies


	( Develop long-term, trusting relationships with others

( Negotiate with others

( Interact with others

( Maintain personal networks of work contacts

( Understand what others mean by their words and actions

( Communicate with others effectively

	3) Analytical Competencies


	( Apply ideas, issues, and observations to alternative contexts

( Integrate ideas, issues, and observations into more general contexts

( Take reasonable job-related risks

( Monitor progress toward objectives in risky actions

	4) Innovative Competencies
	( Look at old problems in new ways

( Explore new ideas

( Treat new problems as opportunities

	5) Operational Competencies
	( Plan the operation of the business

( Plan the organization from different resources

( Keep the organization running smoothly

( Organize resources

	6) Human Competencies
	( Coordinate tasks

( Supervise subordinates

( Lead subordinates

( Organize people

( Motivate people

( Delegate effectively

	7) Strategic Competencies
	( Determine long-term issues, problems, and opportunities

( Be aware of the projected directions of the industry and how changes might impact the business performance

( Prioritize work in alignment with business goals

( Redesign the department and/or organization to better meet long-term direction

( Align current actions with strategic goals

( Assess and link short-term, day-to-day tasks in the context of long-term direction

( Monitor progress toward strategic goals

( Evaluate results against strategic goals

( Determine strategic actions by weighing costs and benefits

	8) Commitment Competencies
	( Be dedicated to making the venture work whenever possible

( Refuse to let the venture fail

( Possess an extremely strong internal drive

( Commit to long-term business goals

	9) Learning Competencies
	( Learn from a variety of sources

( Learn proactively

( Learn as many things in the relevant field as much as possible

( Keep up to date about everything happening in the industry

( Apply learned skills and knowledge in actual practice

	10) Personal Strength Competencies
	( Maintain a high energy level


( Motivate self to function at optimum level of performance

( Respond to constructive criticism

( Maintain a positive attitude

( Prioritize tasks to manage one’s own time

( Identify one’s own strengths and weaknesses and match them with opportunities and threats

( Manage one’s own career development

( Recognize and work on one’s own shortcomings


Career Success

The generic term career success can be divided into objective and subjective forms (Judged et al., 1995; Melamed, 1996; and Nabi, 1999). Objective career success has been measured in terms of society’s evaluation of achievement with reference to extrinsic measures, such as salary and managerial level (Melamed, 1996). In contrast, subjective career success has been defined as a conceptually distinct construct referring to individuals’ judgments of their own success evaluated against personal standards, age, aspirations, and views of significant others (Gattiker & Larwood, 1988, 1989). 

Researchers have traditionally tended to focus on objective career success (Gould & Pently, 1984; and Jaskolka et al., 1985). They have argued that the main goal of individuals is to acquire money and social position; thus, the notion of progress or advancement reflected in job title, salary, promotion, and the like is an inherent characteristic of the concept of career success. However, in recent years, researchers have tended to shift their interests to focus more on subjective career success (Aryee et al., 1994; Bretz & Judge, 1994; Gattiker & Larwood, 1988, Judge et al., 1995; and Lau, 2002). It is important to investigate subjective career success, since it cannot be assumed that career success is an exclusively extrinsic or objective construct (Judge et al., 1995). As subjective career success is a broad, multidimensional construct (Gattiker & Larwood, 1988), it incorporates perceptions of both intrinsic success (work-role, interpersonal success) and extrinsic success (financial, hierarchical success) with respect to achievements perceived by other people (Aryee et al., 1994). 

In particular, objective career success has recently been criticized in the context of measuring the career success of SME entrepreneurs. For example, Cooper and Artz (1995) have argued that, as SME entrepreneurs create and manage their businesses for a variety of reasons, their perceptions of their career success include not only financial income but also a wide range of expectations concerning their careers. Melamed (1996) supports this argument and proclaims that the assumption of economic rationality in terms of creating and managing high growth businesses cannot be applied to all SME entrepreneurs as any number of them, such as lifestyle craftsmen and novel writers, pay more attention to non-economic goals than to economic goals. In terms of the contextual issue, as career success is a value-laden concept and no standard measure is universally accepted, the concept of career success varies across cultures and societies (Aryee el al., 1994). Lau (2002) argues that subjective indicators of career success should be used when studying SME entrepreneurs in Southeast Asian countries, including Thailand, where people commonly share the hard-working value of Confucianism (Westwood, 1992; and Yang, 1986). Thus, materialistic (objective) rewards sometimes appear to be irrelevant for these people as long as the momentum of the working spirit prevails over the outcome (Lau, 2002; and Phagaphasvivat, 2002).

A number of researchers have suggested investigating both objective and subjective aspects of the career success of SME entrepreneurs (Greenbank, 2001; Lau, 2002; and Parasuraman et al., 1996). Thus, in this study the career success of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand is measured by income (objective career success) and career satisfaction (subjective career success), based on their wide use as indicators of entrepreneurial career success in previous studies (Gattiker and Larwood, 1988; Judge et al., 1995; and Lau, 2002).
Conceptual Model:

As this study aims to investigate the effects of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies on the career success of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand, the conceptual model for this study consists of two main independent variables (human capital and entrepreneurial competencies) and one main dependent variable (career success). There are three sub-independent variables under human capital: years of formal education, years of prior industry experience, and years of entrepreneurial experience; and ten sub-independent variables under entrepreneurial competencies: opportunity, relationship, analytical, innovative, operational, human, strategic, commitment, learning, and personal strength competencies. The dependent variable, career success, consists of two sub-dependent variables: objective career success (income), and subjective career success (career satisfaction).

Figure 1: Conceptual Model for Career Success of SME Entrepreneurs 
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Research Hypotheses:

Applying Human Capital theory to SME entrepreneurs, one expects a positive association between SME entrepreneurs’ human capital and their performance and, subsequently, between their performance and their career success. Brudel et al. (1991) argue that greater entrepreneurial human capital enhances the productivity of SME entrepreneurs, which results in higher firm performance. Higher productivity levels of SME entrepreneurs means that business owners are more efficient in organizing and managing operations or are able to attract more customers, negotiate better contracts with suppliers, and raise more capital from investors. From this, it can be argued that human capital increases entrepreneurial performance and plays an important role in the market selection process (Jovanovic, 1982). One can also claim that SME entrepreneurs with higher human capital are less uncertain about their efficiency and are able to learn faster about market conditions, adjusting their capacity and enhancing their career success. Human capital factors that have commonly been identified as factors influencing entrepreneurial performance and career success include years of formal education (Bates, 1995; Box et al., 1994; Davidson & Honig, 2003), years of prior industry experience (Box et al., Rauch & Frese, 2000; Wright et al., 1997), and years of entrepreneurial experience (Box et al., 1994; Bates, 1995; Wright et al., 1997). Thus, it is expected that there is a relationship between each of these three human capital factors and career success.

Ho1: There is no relationship between human capital and career success.

The rise of the competency approch in studying SME entrepreneurs is rooted in the need to identify and define the characteristics of successful SME entrepreneurs, based on the assumption that SME entrepreneurs can be trained and developed along these lines (Lau, 2002). Many empirical studies found that successful SME entrepreneurs generally had high level entrepreneurial competencies (Lau, 2002; Man, 2001; Winterton, 2002). Following the entrepreneurial competencies framework developed by Man (2001), it is expected that there is a relationship between each of these ten entrepreneurial competencies (see Table 2) and career success.

Ho2: There is no relationship between entrepreneurial competencies and career success.

Methods:

This study entailed gathering descriptive information about the human capital, the entrepreneurial competencies, and the career success of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand. It also involved correlation analysis to determine the degree of the relationship between the selected independent variables (entrepreneurial human capital and competencies) and the dependent variables (objective and subjective career success). 

The survey instrument used in this study was a self-administered questionnaire. The questionnaire-delivering/collecting period occurred during 7 April–5 July 2006. The Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) for Windows, version 11.5, was used to analyze the data from 388 completed questionnaires. Two types of data analysis, descriptive analysis and hypothesis testing (correlation analysis), were employed.

Results and Discussions:
Table 3: General Information of the Respondents
	
	
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Gender

Marital status

Age

Entrepreneurial training

Type of business

Way of becoming a business owner

Number of employees


	Male

Female

Total

Single

Married

Divorced

Widowed

Total

Under 20

21–30

31–40

41–50

51​–60

Over 60

Total

Yes

No

Total

Manufacturing

Service

Wholesale

Retail

Total

Start-up

Succession

Joining as partners

Takeover

Others

Total

1–5

6–10

11–15

16–25

26–50

Total
	201

187

388

202

162

   7

 17

388

   6

  95

118

 91

 66

 12

         388

 98

         290

         388

83

         125

42

         138

         388

         237

99

39

 7

 6

        388

         197

         101

          33

          39

          18

        388
	51.80

48.20

              100.00

52.06

41.76

 1.80

 4.38

              100.00

  1.55

24.49

30.41

23.45

17.01

 3.09

              100.00

                25.26

74.74

              100.00

21.39

32.22

10.82

35.57

              100.00

61.09

25.51

10.05

 1.80

 1.55

              100.00

                50.77

26.04

 8.50

10.05

 4.64

              100.00


Human Capital

Table 4: Summary of the Human Capital 
	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	Min
	Max

	Years of Formal Education
	15.02
	3.81
	6
	22

	Years of Prior Industry Experience
	 5.69
	4.58
	0
	27

	Years of Entrepreneurial Experience
	 7.51
	    11.23
	2
	52


Compared to previous surveys of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand (Wasuntiwongse, 1999), this study reveals a clear increase in the respondents’ number of years of formal education. This implies that the new generations of SME entrepreneurs are better educated to meet the challenges of a knowledge-based economy. Government support for higher education in the form of scholarships and the development of both public and private universities in Thailand have contributed to higher education levels for all Thai people, including SME entrepreneurs.

In terms of experience, most SME entrepreneurs have had some relevant work experience prior to becoming business owners and have, likewise, had experience as business owners. This study that, on average, they have 5.69 years of prior industry experience and 7.51 years of entrepreneurial experience, whereas only 25% of them have experience in formal entrepreneurial training. This implies that these SME entrepreneurs have generally accumulated their skills and knowledge through prior industry experience and entrepreneurial experience rather than through formal management and/or technical training.

Entrepreneurial Competencies

Table 5: Arbitrary Level Used for Entrepreneurial Competencies

	Arbitrary Level
	Descriptive Rating

	6.16–7.00
	Strongly Agree (SA)

	5.30–6.15
	Moderately Agree (MA)

	4.44–5.29
	Agree (A)

	3.58–4.43
	Undecided/ Neutral (UND)

	2.72–3.57
	Disagree (D)

	1.86–2.71
	Moderately Disagree (MD)

	1.00–1.85
	Strongly Disagree (SD)


Table 6: Summary of Entrepreneurial Competencies

	Rank
	Entrepreneurial Competencies
	Mean
	SD

	1
	Commitment competencies
	5.45
	0.77

	2
	Relationship competencies
	5.32
	0.82

	3
	Personal strength competencies
	5.19
	0.93

	4
	Learning competencies
	5.11
	0.88

	5
	Operational competencies
	5.03
	0.91

	6
	Human competencies
	4.76
	0.94

	7
	Strategic competencies
	4.45
	0.85

	8
	Opportunity competencies
	4.34
	0.92

	9
	Analytical competencies
	4.29
	0.95

	10
	Innovative competencies
	4.27
	0.89


Of the ten total entrepreneurial competencies, four competencies, consisting of commitment competencies, relationship competencies, personal strength competencies, and learning competencies, receive the highest ratings; three competencies, consisting of operational competencies, human competencies, and strategic competencies, lie in the middle range; and the other three competencies, consisting of opportunity competencies, analytical competencies and innovative competencies, are at the lower end (see Table 6). 

The high ratings for commitment competencies, relationship competencies, personal strength competencies, and learning competencies are consistent with some of the remarkable characteristics of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand, who are primarily Sino-Thais and whose personal characteristics and behaviors have, thus been shaped and influenced by Chinese values. This influence operates in the following ways.

First, success in business cannot be achieved without the hard-working attitude of Confucianism, which is commonly identified as one of the most important factors of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand (Butler & Chamornmarn, 1995). According to Phagaphasvivat (2002), a hard-working attitude is nurtured by the SME entrepreneurs’ childhood experiences. The values of the Chinese tradition likewise emphasize working hard and being thrifty (Lam, 1996). 

Second, these individuals tend to be very persistent and committed to their personal goals and business operations (Phagaphasvivat, 2002). Their entrepreneurial competencies are developed not only from their in-born attributes but also from the influence of socio-cultural factors, particularly their prior industry and childhood experiences, which have accumulated through a continuous learning process, and this explains why learning competencies and personal strength competencies are emphasized. 

Finally, as relationships form an important element of Chinese culture (Lau, 2002; and Man, 2001), SME entrepreneurs in Thailand generally exhibit a strong orientation toward personal and business networks with various parties (Phagaphasvivat, 2002), including suppliers, bankers, trade associations, and other professionals. These SME entrepreneurs seek advice, assistance, resources, and business opportunities through such networks (Siamwalla & Sopchokchai, 1998). Wasuntiwongse (1999) has also stated that the prototypical SME entrepreneurs in Thailand are concerned about getting along well with people and developing relationships built upon trust, rather than short-term or contractual relationships. 
The medium ratings for the more skill-based competencies, consisting of operational competencies, human competencies, and strategic competencies, can be explained by the fact that, as the management scope of smaller firms is simpler and less extensive than those of larger firms, SME entrepreneurs are not required to develop high levels in these entrepreneurial competencies. Additionally, due to the lack of formal management training, particularly in management programs, a number of these SME entrepreneurs tend not to evince high level of these three competencies. 

The three lowest ratings, received by opportunity competencies, analytical competencies, and innovative competencies, are likely influenced by cultural factors, such as relatively ‘high uncertainty avoidance’, which prohibit them from taking risks, looking for new business opportunities, or investing in new business ventures. ‘High power distance’ and ‘low masculinity’ also prohibit SME entrepreneurs in Thailand from being innovative. In addition, a number of business factors, such as difficulties in finding financial resources, have affected the low rating of these competencies. These have been identified as the main problems of some SME entrepreneurs, who might have excellent new business ideas but not enough money to invest in new business ventures. Other problems include limited information centers leaving these SME entrepreneurs unable to understand their specific industry conditions/situations or their businesses in a wider scope.

Career Success

Table 7: Objective Career Success (Income)

	
	Mean
	SD
	Min
	Max

	Personal average monthly income
	26,917.53
	33,234.09
	7,800
	350,000


Table 8: Arbitrary Level Used for Subjective Career Success

	Arbitrary Level
	Descriptive Rating

	4.20–5.00
	Strongly Agree (SA)

	3.40–4.19
	Agree (A)

	2.60–3.39
	Undecided/ Neutral (UND)

	1.80–2.59
	Disagree (D)

	1.00–1.79
	Strongly Disagree (SD)


Table 9: Subjective Career Success (Career Satisfaction)

	
	Mean
	SD
	Rating

	Career Satisfaction
	3.27
	0.94
	UND


Objective career success in this study is measured in terms of average personal monthly income. SME entrepreneurs were found to have an average personal monthly income of 27,000 baht, which lies in the same range as the 25,000–35,000 per month, reported as the average salary of managers with a tertiary education and 5–10 years of work experience who are employed in large organizations in Thailand. This income level is in line with the size of the SMEs, which are relatively small. Approximately 80% of SMEs in this study had fewer than 10 employees, and 50% of them had fewer than 5 employees. The other explanation is that, as a majority of these SMEs are in the trading sectors (wholesale and retail) and tend to be local-oriented businesses, their businesses cannot generate as high level of revenue as those of SMEs in developed countries where many are involved in export-oriented businesses (OSMEP, 2004).

Subjective career success, on the other hand, is measured in this study in terms of career satisfaction. SME entrepreneurs were generally found to have moderate levels of satisfaction toward their career success. This can be explained by the fact that a number of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand are influenced by the Theravada Buddhist concepts of “a human being’s need to work individually for his/her own karma (salvation)” and “the middle way of life,” that is, avoiding extremes of either positive or negative emotions and behaviors. These attitutes tend to lead to moderate satisfaction with career success.

Furthermore, SME entrepreneurs in Thailand seem to consider measuring career success in terms of subjective rewards, e.g., career satisfaction, as important as measuring it in terms of objective rewards such as high levels of income and/or social status. This is due to the fact that the Thai government is currently focusing on the philosophy of self-sufficiency, and a number of these SME entrepreneurs seem to be following this policy by managing their businesses with a low-growth perspective and by not investing in high-risk ventures, which together might be inhibiting the generation high levels of income or objective career success.
Human Capital and Career Success
Table 10: Hypotheses Testing (Human Capital and Career Success)

	Human Capital
	Objective Career Success (a)
	Subjective Career Success (b)

	Ho1.1: Years of formal education 
	Pearson correlation      0.653

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Moderate positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.298

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation

	Ho1.2: Years of industry experience
	Pearson correlation      0.713

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Moderate positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.303

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation

	Ho1.3: Years of entrepreneurial experience 
	Pearson correlation      0.255

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.271

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation


The results from the hypotheses testing shows that all three human capital factors including years of formal education, years of prior industry experience, and years of entrepreneurial have positive relationships with objective and subjective career success (see Table 10). This implies that achieving high levels of human capital factors provides reasonable assurance of the attainment of both objective and subjective career success.

In general, human capital factors show a weak positive correlation with career success, except for years of formal education and years of prior industry experience, which show moderate positive correlations with objective career success. This may be explained by the fact that, in a knowledge-based, globalizing economy, SME entrepreneurs across the world, including in Thailand, are required to have higher levels of formal education in order to acquire adequate basic skills (e.g., English, computer literacy, and knowledge of commercial laws) and become qualified to participate in all types of formal entrepreneurial training (both management and technical programs) arranged by both public and private organizations. Furthermore, SME entrepreneurs with some prior industry experience and entrepreneurial experience are likely to have a certain level of specialized industry knowledge, higher creditability, and solid personal and business networks. Thus, they are in a good position to raise capital and, consequently, to set up well-equipped businesses, which can generate high levels of revenue and/or invest in highly profitable ventures.   

Entrepreneurial Competencies and Career Success

Table 11: Hypotheses Testing (Entrepreneurial Competencies and Career Success)
	Entrepreneurial Competencies
	Objective Career Success (a)
	Subjective Career Success (b)

	Ho2.1: Opportunity competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.410

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected

Weak positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.322

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected

Weak positive correlation

	Ho2.2: Relationship competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.231

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.355

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation

	Ho2.3: Analytical competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.574

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Moderate positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.363

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation

	Ho2.4: Innovative competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.616

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Moderate positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.299

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation

	Ho2.5: Operational competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.551

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Moderate positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.214

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation

	Ho2.6: Human competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.602

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.222

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation

	Ho2.7: Strategic competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.435

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.308

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation

	Ho2.8: Commitment competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.277

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.409

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Weak positive correlation

	Ho2.9: Learning competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.705

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Moderate positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.514

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Moderate positive correlation

	Ho2.10: Personal strength competencies 
	Pearson correlation      0.648

Sig. (2-tailed)             0.000

Ho rejected 

Moderate positive correlation
	Pearson correlation    0.503

Sig. (2-tailed)           0.000

Ho rejected 

Moderate positive correlation


The results of the hypothesis testing show that all ten entrepreneurial competencies, consisting of opportunity competencies, relationship competencies, analytical competencies, innovative competencies, operational competencies, human competencies, strategic competencies, commitment competencies, learning competencies, and personal strength competencies have positive relationships with objective and subjective career success (see Table 11). This implies that achieving high levels of entrepreneurial competencies provides reasonable assurance of the attainment of both objective and subjective career success.

The fact that learning competencies and personal strength competencies are the two competencies that have moderately positive relationships with both objective and subjective career success suggests that all SME entrepreneurs should particularly focus on developing and improving these two competencies. This argument is supported by the findings of Man (2001) that learning competencies and personal strength competencies have not only direct positive effects on entrepreneurial performance but also indirect effects by promoting higher levels of the other eight entrepreneurial competencies. This implies that successful SME entrepreneurs are people who learn continually and proactively from a variety of sources in order to collect a portfolio of knowledge, skills, and experiences relevant to their jobs and to develop and modify their own entrepreneurial career plans.

Implications: 

First, the results of this study show that learning competencies and personal strength competencies have moderate positive relationships with both objective and subjective career success and that years of formal education have a moderate positive relationship with objective career success and a weak positive relationship with subjective career success. This suggests that SME entrepreneurs need to emphasize the importance of higher education (tertiary level) due to the fact that lower education levels generally result in lower management competencies and in being unqualified to participate in some managerial training courses. In addition, SME entrepreneurs should emphasize ‘life-long learning’ and need to pay more attention not only to participating in relevant formal entrepreneurial training but also to continuously creating their own ‘in-house entrepreneurial training’. As Gibb (1996) has noted, ‘SME entrepreneurs often learn about the process of developing their business by solving problems and by grasping opportunities. They often learn from customers, suppliers, bankers, accountants and also their peers. They learn through this process of problem solving mainly by feedback, experimentation, making mistakes, and grasping opportunities’. This implies that SME entrepreneurs frequently learn by various means through either formal supply chain management or more informal networking relationships.

Second, due to the highly dynamic and competitive business situation, SME entrepreneurs need to be able to access information not only on their own industry but also on other relevant business activities in a wider scope. Thus, they must be capable of using computers, particularly the Internet. They should also apply to be members of some institutions promoting SMEs (e.g., OSMEP and ISME) and industry associations (e.g., gems and jewelry, footwear and leather goods, and ceramic handicrafts). In so doing, they will be better able to understand the business situation, to predict business trends, and to invest in profitable ventures, which will, in its turn, increase their innovative, opportunities, strategic, and analytical competencies.

Third, the findings of this study contribute to the contextual understanding of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand, particularly in terms of human capital, entrepreneurial competencies, and career success. It also contributes to the theoretical explanation of the effects of human capital and entrepreneurial competencies on career success by employing a theoretical model that integrates both human capital and competency approaches. The results from the hypothesis testing support this theoretical model of the career success of SME entrepreneurs. 

First, as all of the human capital and entrepreneurial competencies have positive relationships with both objective and subjective career success, this study provides both theoretical and empirical evidence for the crucial role of these factors in determining the career success of SME entrepreneurs and corresponds to earlier research efforts to re-emphasize the individual perspective in entrepreneurship and career research.

Fourth, as the instrument for measuring entrepreneurial competencies used in this study was based on entrepreneurial behaviors and had already been empirically tested with SME entrepreneurs in Thailand, it could be used as a self-assessment tool for Thai SME entrepreneurs to identify both their own personal level in each area of entrepreneurial competencies and those areas in which they required further development. 

Finally, the results of this study suggest that the national agenda should develop a framework of entrepreneurial training in terms of the competencies necessary for successful SME entrepreneurs. The SME promotion plan must include the following strategies: alert SME entrepreneurs to change, support industry associations and business linkages, provide incentives and sources of funding, improve the efficiency of SME banks; provide technical assistance, and develop and strengthen the roles of public organizations and SME development agencies. These strategies may be accomplished through close public–private consultations, monitoring, sponsorship, and advocacy. In addition to offering entrepreneurial training courses arranged by SME promotion institutions (e.g., ISMED, OSMEP), the government should encourage and support cooperative training courses proposed and undertaken by industry associations. Due to specialization and to the close cooperation and trust built up among the members of industry associations, each industry association understands the needs of its own members (SME entrepreneurs) better than the government does. Thus, industry associations should assume greater responsibility for managing and determining the directions for their own specialized entrepreneurial training courses. Nevertheless, the government should support these industry associations either through some type of public–private sector matching funds or through some type of performance based grant.

Limitations and Further Research:

First, the sample of this study was chosen from among the SME entrepreneurs in Bangkok, Thailand. Further comparative work should be conducted across different industries, regions in Thailand, and countries/cultures. First, a comparison between different industries could help us better understand the different entrepreneurial competencies required by different industries.

Second, a comparison across countries/cultures could provide better understanding of the influences of socio-cultural factors on the formation of entrepreneurial competencies. For example, a comparison between SME entrepreneurs in developed western countries and those in developing Southeast Asian countries.

Third, as this is a cross-sectional quantitative study, which employs only correlation analysis for hypotheses testing, our understanding of the phenomenon under examination could be improved by conducting longitudinal qualitative–quantitative research employing more sophisticated statistical techniques. The more recent generation of SME entrepreneurs in Thailand might have some unique entrepreneurial behaviors and characteristics.

Finally, classifications of SME entrepreneurs in previous studies have been made with reference to personal characteristics such as personality traits, motivations, behaviors, education attainment, work experience, and family background. The fact that entrepreneurial competencies have been identified as higher level characteristics that are closely linked with SME entrepreneur performance suggests using entrepreneurial competencies as a basis for classifying SME entrepreneurs for research concerning entrepreneurial education and training.
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