[image: image1.jpg]sbe

Institute for Small Business
& Entrepreneurship



Institute for Small Business & Entrepreneurship 

7-9 November 2007 - Glasgow, Scotland


The failure of business support to facilitate entrepreneurial learning 

John Sparrow, Director, Management and Enterprise Development Centre

Business School, Birmingham City University

Perry Barr

Birmingham B42 2SU


Tel: 0121 331 5217       Email: john.sparrow@bcu.ac.uk
Website: http://www.bs.bcu.ac.uk/Research_and_Consultancy/
Suresh Patel

Birmingham City Council
The key question in this study is whether current sources and processes of business support facilitate entrepreneurial learning. Non-financial business support has been labelled as indirect assistance by Storey (1994:269) and includes, information and advice; business growth training/other training; and consultancy. Studies of business support have sought to establish linkages between indirect assistance (input) and business performance (output). Overall, there is “no satisfactory assessment of the link between small firm, formal management training and firm performance.” (Storey, 2004 p126). At the same time, researchers have increasingly unearthed how ‘learning episodes’ (Rae and Carswell, 2001) and critical incidents (Cope, 2003) in the course of running businesses are a basis for entrepreneurial learning. 

Whilst there is evidence of experiential learning amongst SME owner managers, deeper reflection is not a given. Thorpe, et al. (2006) highlight the importance of the ability of the entrepreneur to self-reflect from their interaction with the environment. The depth/criticality of reflection refers to the extent that explanations of what lies ‘behind’ events are sought and learned from. Anderson and Boocock (2002) found that critical reflection and re-evaluation is rare and that learning processes beyond single loop learning are unlikely in small organisations. A key question therefore is whether indirect assistance focusing upon a business and its problems rather than entrepreneurs and associated personal and organisational learning.  

A diverse set of 16 West Midlands SMEs (in terms of age, sector, ethnicity and levels of Business Link usage) with distinct needs, including life cycle stage issues, high growth, innovation, exporting, product development, market development, social purpose and ethnicity were interviewed to report reflections upon uncertainties, challenges, dilemmas and breakthroughs and the contribution that sources of support (family, friends, customers, suppliers, networks, banks, Business Links etc.) had made.
The study highlights the fundamental ‘knowledge transfer’ emphasis in indirect assistance sought and provided by both informal and formal sources and processes. The ‘gap’ in the provision of support not being geared to maximise entrepreneurial and organisational learning is argued to explain in part, the broad failure to establish linkage between business support and business performance. Drawing upon coaching theory, the findings have the potential to extend the model of the learning process in SMEs synthesised by Zhang et al (2006) by distinguishing between the extent to which external interactions explicitly adopt ‘process consultation’ (Schein, 1999) or the ‘entrepreneur development’ stance advocated by Thompson (2006). 
1. 
INTRODUCTION

Indirect assistance for small firms

The business support evaluation literature has established the impact of some (input) non-financial aspects of business support upon (bottom line) business outcomes. Storey (1994) termed such interventions ‘indirect assistance’ (p 269) and included, information and advice; business growth training/other training; and consultancy. Closer analysis of practice and research in the field suggest some interesting distinctions between aspects of indirect assistance. There may be problems in the definitions and orientations of the interventions in capturing the process of business support. The heart of this questioning of definitions concerns learning and sustained business practice change.

If we examine the literature upon training and small firm performance we can see some evidence of the problem. Storey (1994) concluded with regard to training for example that it had not been possible to ‘identify a clear impact upon small firm performance of entrepreneurs in receipt of training, either at start-up or at some other stage in their development’ (p318). Similar findings have been obtained in subsequent studies exploring small firm training in general and management training specifically (Westhead and Storey, 1996, 1997). Wynarczyk et al. (1993) were unable to find evidence of any relationship between management training and performance. Nor were Cosh et al (2002). Patton, Marlow and Hannon (2000) assert that findings are at best inconsistent. Kitching and Blackburn (2002) could not find clear evidence of “the links between the provision of training and employment growth (actual and anticipated), sales turnover growth (actual and anticipated) or profit performance”. Storey (2004) concludes that there is “no satisfactory assessment of the link between small firm, formal management training and firm performance.” (p126). 

But how is training defined? Storey (2004) provides a helpful statement.concerning the definition of management training: “Group taught formal learning, external to the firm, provided for owners and managers of independent enterprises with 500 (or 250) employees or fewer, and at least part funded by the organisation.” (p113). Such a definition, is however at extreme odds with the definitions and practices of the UK Chartered Institute for Personnel and Development. CIPD (2006) note: “’Training is something we have done to us but learning is something we do for ourselves’ Managers learn principally from doing. The regular cycle of committing to action and celebrating successes every month over a prolonged period is key to sustainable growth. Our flexible programme includes . . . group activities, discussion and workplace action. Experienced business coaches . . . are available between modules for . . .  coaching.”. The measurement of learning is markedly absent from evaluation studies of SME impact.

The concept of learning being implicit within, and only within, training highlights a related conceptual difficulty with regard to advice and consultancy. Conventional models frame such processes as knowledge transfer. Essentially they argue that ‘expertise’ is being transferred to a recipient. A psychological perspective would however question this notion of interaction. Communication is not reception. Advice may be at odds with other advice. It may produce an immediate action but may not necessarily result in longer term learning. Consultancy offered in such a form is referred to as ‘expert consultancy’ and is oriented towards immediate tasks and outcomes. ‘Process consultancy’ (Schein, 1999) ‘focuses not only on joint diagnosis but also on passing on to the client the consultant’s diagnostic and problem solving skills” (p 15). 
Focusing upon human inputs and business outcomes, therefore, obscures the processes through which support affects entrepreneurs and the decisions and actions that create business long term outcomes. The old adage “If you give a man a fish you feed him for a day. If you teach him to fish you feed him for life” is a good metaphor for some of the shortcomings of business support and associated evaluation studies of its impact (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Business outcomes: Differences between Personal advice and business outcomes conception and Coaching-Learning and sustained change in intangibles conception






Figure 1 shows that if business support is configured as advice (e.g. problem rectification, marketing campaign etc.) there may be only incidental change within the SME’s systems and practices, and limited longer term impact upon business performance. The metaphor here is ‘giving a fish’.

If business support is configured in a way explicitly to achieve entrepreneurial learning then systems and practices are explicitly changed in ways that can achieve sustainable longer term business impact. For example, support enabling the building of business brand (intangible asset – market capital), as opposed to a specific marketing campaign, then it is the intangible asset that impacts upon the business outcome. The metaphor here is ‘teaching to fish’. Evaluation studies need to assess the learning associated with advice and consultancy in order to assess its business impact. It is possible that people who are ‘in the business’ of giving business advice or consultancy adopt an expert model and do not seek to maximise the learning of the client or the organisation. 

The notion of process consultation provides a further element of insight into the relationship between support and outcome. An intervention that is focused upon an individual (rather than a context) leaves all of the associated implementation and change in the hands of the recipient. Change interventions that engage those in the context in the diagnosis, action planning and implementation into changes in systems and practices fare better. As Baldwin et al (1997) noted in identifying management failures within SMEs:  “They do not develop a basic internal strength to survive”. The development of systems and practices is what leads to business performance not knowledge of them. Enhancing a business’s intangible assets is a precursor to business success. Indirect assistance that develops systems and practices for sustainable benefit are the route to effective business outcomes. The intangible assets that figure are: human capital (knowledge, skills and capability), organisational capital (teamwork, culture etc.), structural capital (business processes and systems), market capital (brand, reputation etc.), social capital (relationship value), together with their collective alignment, and designed reconfigurability for unforeseen (emergent) issues. Evaluation studies need to assess the impact of interventions upon intangible assets. They need to determine the impact upon organisational learning. Figure 1 shows how it is an interplay of personal learning, organisational learning and intangible asset development that links support ‘inputs’ to ‘business outcomes’. It is necessary to assess the extent to which indirect assistance is configured to facilitate the interplay in order to evaluate its role in business growth outcomes.

As Kitching and Blackburn (2002) note “there is no simple positive association” between training input and business outcomes.  The mediating variables of personal and organisational learning and internal intangible asset development are important.  Patton, Marlow and Hannon (2000) suggest three reasons why studies investigating the effects of training upon firm performance are inconsistent. First, there may not actually be any causal or associative relationship between training and performance. Second, methodological difficulties associated with measuring and isolating the impact of training interventions on small firm performance and, in particular, the difficulties of attributing cause and effect, may account for the failure to find a statistically significant relationship. In other words, separating out specific variables and testing them is a substantial research challenge yet to be overcome. Finally, other variables that have the potential to influence the training/performance relationship may not have been accounted for. Learning, intangible asset development and their interaction are variables that have not been accounted for in evaluation studies of indirect assistance.

This paper attempts to identify means to assess the ‘learning impact’ of advice, training and consultancy and to explore frameworks and means to assess intangible asset development.

Evaluation research on indirect assistance

There is an extensive literature upon the role of external business ‘advice’. It is notable however that studies of advice (Bennett and Robson, 1999a; Robson and Bennett, 2000a) and advice and external collaboration (Robson and Bennett, 2000b) appear to focus upon an ‘expert’ consulting model, rather than an educative/process consulting model. Interventions are differentiated in terms of ‘intensity’ (as measured by the number of visits) (Bennett and Robson, 1999b). There is no reference to educational institutions as a source of support. Collinson and Quinn (2002), Stewardson and Coleman (2003) and Berry and Sweeting (2006) do include academics as a source of support, and report some impact.  The ESIS study included City Council as a source of business support. 

There is no differentiation between forms of support (information, advice, facilitation etc.) in the cited studies. Bennett and Robson (2005) assessed whether support provided by Business Links and others impacted upon various ‘soft’ outcomes including ability to: achieve objectives, cope with problems, learn, manage and cope with change, but the relative orientations of support towards these objectives was not assessed. Sparrow et al (2006) report a range of forms of support that sources (including academics) can provide. Hertog’s (2000) classification of alternative processes such as expert consulting, experience-sharing, brokering, diagnosis and problem clarification, benchmarking, and change agency together with evaluation research were contrasted. In addition, academic staff roles of educator/lecturer; trainer; expert/technical consultant; coach/mentor; formal quality assessor/assurance role; and, facilitator were contrasted.

The predominant approach towards assessing the relationship between support and outcome is positivist. Even qualitative studies have focused upon advice models of consulting (Fischer and Reuber, 2003). Studies of management learning in small firms have referred to knowledge, ideas and advice (Anderson and Boocock, 2002) rather than learning facilitation. Bennett and Robson (2005:264) explored subjective assessments of impacts such as ability to learn and ability to manage, associated with ‘task-based’ business advice/support. They identified high percentages (62.5%) of respondents reporting such impacts from some support providers. They noted however that such subjective outcomes, and others such as affective commitment (trust) were not valued as highly as objective impacts in statistical models predicting continuation commitment. The role of interventions specifically attuned towards learning facilitation has not been established. It is clear that different providers have different potential capabilities with regard to aspects of business support. 

The distinction between advice and learning facilitation highlights a further key differentiation in SME support and its evaluation. Is the support given to the business or to the entrepreneur?

Support for businesses or entrepreneurs?

A distinction can be drawn between support focused on the business and support focused on the person. When SME support is conceptualised as ‘business’ development, there can be an emphasis upon the ‘desirable’ practices of the business and support mechanisms that promote their adoption. 

Thompson (2006: 2) argues, “there are people who would argue that anyone with a business degree or some business experience could help the would-be entrepreneur. Retired managers must make ideal business advisers because they have spent their life in the world of business. There will be examples where this argument does hold – and many other instances where it simply doesn’t. We believe that qualifications and experience are valuable assets to have, but equally important, and maybe even more important, is an ability to understand the enabling process ‘big picture’ and to appreciate what the client needs and how this can best be provided. In turn this demands a need for empathy and trust between the enabler and the person being supported”. 

The recognition that support is more than technical information/advice is recognised in the Business Volunteer Mentor (BVM) Scheme (http://www.bvm.org.uk/) co-ordinated by the National Federation of Enterprise Agencies, in the support for business startups. Increasingly, the role of personal support is being recognised more widely in business support. Martin Wyn Griffith, Chief Executive, Small Business Service, stated on  31 Oct 2006,  “The unit of SBS business analysis and support has long been the "Firm". Now we need to target and nurture enterprising individuals.” The term, “personal business adviser” (PBA) places emphasis upon expertise and knowledge transfer. LearnDirect (2006) in the job profile for a PBA indicate, “Many personal business advisers have a degree or a professional qualification in a business-related subject. However, the main requirement for working as a personal business adviser is substantial business experience, usually gained through running your own business, or working in management, human resources, marketing or finance. Many personal business advisers have a degree or a professional qualification in a business-related subject. However, the main requirement for working as a personal business adviser is substantial business experience, usually gained through running your own business, or working in management, human resources, marketing or finance.” 
The Small Firms Enterprise Development Initiative (SFEDI) develops national occupational standards in the UK for business support. In their draft standards (Small Firms Enterprise Development Initiative, 2006), they now distinguish between, Business Information Provision, Business Diagnosis an Signposting Provision (broker), Business Adviser, Business Mentor and Social Enterprise Adviser.   It is notable however that the model of support is still one of knowledge transfer rather than facilitation. The standards note, “Those giving business support always need to be ahead of those they are supporting in their levels of knowledge, skills and competence” (pg 20). 

Of course, business support can be a matter of technical advice and skills mentoring but there are other aspects of business support that do not appear to be acknowledged, and which have not been recognised in evaluation research.

Thompson (2006) in addition to distinguishing between business support focused on the business vs the person, highlights the benefit of different support processes depending upon whether the emphasis is upon developing the business idea or developing the entrepreneur. This yields the matrix presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2 A framework for differentiation of business support processes (Thompson, 2006)

	
	DEVELOPING THE BUSINESS IDEA


	DEVELOPING THE ENTREPRENEUR

	EMPHASIS OF THE ENABLING RELATIONSHIP IS ON THE BUSINESS 


	ADVISING
	MENTORING

	EMPHASIS OF THE ENABLING RELATIONSHIP IS ON THE PERSON


	PERFORMANCE COACHING


	PERSONAL/

LIFE COACHING


Thompson (2006) defined performance coaching as “working with a person inside the business to get things done and improve performance – using a directive (show and tell) approach. Performance Coaches improve competencies in key business functions. Ideally it will take the perspective that coaching ‘transfers knowledge, know-how and experience to the businesses rather than doing it for them. [terminology from The European Mentoring and Coaching Council]. “ (p 6). In contrast, life coaching helps people clarify where they personally want to take their business, decide whether they want to sell out and move on, or stay as it grows. They also help people set objectives for both themselves and their business and establish processes for tracking their progress and achievements. (p 6)

The recognition of the holistic nature of support needed for people in employment is recognised in initiatives addressing occupational stress (Michie and Williams, 2003), work-life balance (Sparks, 2006). “Neither work nor life provides a smooth predictable flow of events, so it is important that we recognise when each needs more of our attention” (Sparks, 2006: 1). The role of life coaching in entrepreneurship has only recently been acknowledged. Other than Thompson’s work, workshop events have been held in Hong Kong and Shanghai, under the auspices of ecademy, but no empirical research studies have been located.

Entrepreneurial learning

The value of focusing upon the individual and entrepreneurial development is reinforced in recent research upon entrepreneurial learning.  Entrepreneurial learning occurs through events, external stakeholders and internal (team/OB) encounters (Deakins and Wyper, 2006). 
Rae and Carswell (2001) focused upon the life stories of interviewed entrepreneurs to understand how individual respondents learned to develop entrepreneurial behaviour and suggested that such ‘learned entrepreneurial behaviour’ could be identified through the dynamic nature of ‘learning episodes’, involving discrete extended periods of time in which entrepreneurs drew upon learning and reflection from experiences that have formulated their approaches and behaviour. Other writers have identified dynamic ‘critical events’ as the catalyst for learning and changes in entrepreneurial behaviour (Deakins and Freel, 1998). Cope and Watts (2000) and Cope (2003) have applied critical incident methodology to a longitudinal case study approach and claim that, although very diverse in nature, critical incidents provide the basis for the development of ‘higher-level’ learning, where the concept of deep learning is the outcome of the experience of the identified critical events leading to changed entrepreneurial behaviour. 

Wickham (2004) considers the entrepreneur as the individual at the heart of an organisation, which he defines as “a fluid thing defined by a nexus of relationships.”  He suggests this network of relationships extends beyond those individuals who make up the company, including people and organisations outside the venture, such as customers, suppliers and investors.
Social learning occurring through encounters other than ‘advice’ is recognised in Gibb’s stakeholder model of entrepreneurial learning, in which, the entrepreneur does not progress unless they ‘learn’ from stakeholders in the external environment (Gibb, 1997). 

Deakins and Wyper (2006) note how ‘internal’ organisational dynamics affect organisational and entrepreneurial learning. Zhang et al (2006) have used an organisational learning approach to explain learning processes on innovation within manufacturing SMEs and argue that the “findings confirm early studies on the importance of organisation-wide (intra-organisation) learning in innovative firms.” (p 312). 

There is a large literature upon factors within individual owner-manager and organisational learning in SMEs. The centrality of the owner manager in SME strategy and practices has highlighted their role (Penn et al, 1998). Learning beyond the owner-manager is important and the overall learning capability of SMEs has been found to differ from larger organisations (Chaston et al, 1999). Ramsden and Bennett (2005) note the role of owner-manager sense of ‘identity’ within business support initiatives. Zhang et al (2006) have synthesised research in the field of entrepreneurial learning to develop a model of the learning process in SMEs. 

Jetter et al (2006) explore knowledge acquisition within SMEs. Thorpe et al (2005) note that the conceptualisation of knowledge as some form of separable, material asset in much of the research fails to shed light on the relational and embedded qualities of knowledge that frame its use in SMEs. 

Studies of business support processes have also failed to capture the dynamics of the interactions and learning (Sparrow, 2007). The support process has been largely equated with ‘advice’, and outcomes restricted to the ‘terminal’ results on business performance (profitability etc.) with little understanding of interventions attuned to learning development (Thompson, 2006).  The current paper considers the extent to which entrepreneurial learning draws upon business support processes aimed either explicitly or implicitly at entrepreneur development. A report on the overall programme of research of which the current study is a part has been written by Patel and Sparrow (2007).

2.
METHODOLOGY

The study sought to establish the ‘unique’ ways in which key business developments draw upon business support. The objective of the tracking was to secure insights into ‘dynamics’ of business support. i.e. to establish how the knowledge provided by support agencies is ‘absorbed’ by firms and utilised to develop practices that enhance capability and outputs. A sample of 16 businesses in a purposive sample selected to highlight business development issues associated with different ‘life-cycle’ stages of growth/development, sizes (turnover, number of employees), sectors, ethnicities and strategic priorities.

Each of the 16 business owner-managers was interviewed (and re-interviewed 9-12 months later) by the second author to establish:

· the nature of the most recent major development

· the aspects of uncertainty, challenge or dilemma that this was creating

· the sources of information, advice and support they had drawn upon

· whether that had led to any further support from the same (or another) source

· how ‘involved’ they had been in decisions

· the role they had played in plans

· the role they had played in implementation of actions

· the direct impact of the information, advice or support

· any ‘unforeseen’ issues that emerged

· the impact of the support in tangible terms

· the impact of the support for human capital, organisational capital, structural capital, market capital, and social capital; the alignment of these assets with the firm’s strategy; and, the overall adaptability of the firm

· the impact on business performance outputs

· the impact on the overall ‘potential’ of the firm

· the next major step for the business

The interview material was transcribed and entered into a computer supported qualitative data analysis software package (NVivo). The software enables any apparent ‘categories’ of issues to be sensed, named and linked to specific statements in the data. It is argued to be an approach that is ‘grounded’ in the data and yields ‘models’ of key principles and processes as they obtain in the context (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

3.    FINDINGS

Sources of support

A number of major developments had occurred for most firms within the 12 - month period. These developments revolved around three themes: business growth, competition, and property.  The data indicated that firms considered three alternative ways for addressing these issues. 

The first approach of addressing the issue was considering taking direct action on the basis of existing knowledge possessed by the owner-manager. An example of taking direct action on the basis of possessed knowledge by an owner-manager is a firm that recruited a new member of staff and was very happy with the appointment that he started to focus on addressing market development. The staff member was able to produce goods and contribute to night shift operation in order to fulfil increasing orders. He has now diverted attention to developing the market for his goods. The second approach of addressing the issue involved internal discussion, where knowledge was available from staff or board members and in one case developing a learning system was important. One firm was experiencing financial difficulties as a result of increasing trade with insufficient cash. Through the board discussion, they decided to approach a bank to secure invoice discounting. The facility allowed a contract to be delivered without using the firms’ own cash and still made a profit. One company reported that: “The matter was discussed at the board meetings. We worked very hard and were expanding during this time to recover from this loss. We gained several worthwhile contracts in our journey. We drew on our own internal team before consulting our accountants and bankers. The external support was only sought once internal decisions were made. The external support could bring us a second opinion and facilities e.g. invoice discounting”. The third approach of addressing the issue was where knowledge was not available internally and resulted in external information, advice or support. The knowledge was sourced from external networks, government agencies, the bank and or independent experts depending on their needs, resources and timescales. 

Firms secured support from a wide range of sources. The sources included for example:   “From family member”, ”an estate agent”,  “from the supplier we bought the machine from”, “the bank”,  “from accountant, bank, solicitor, friends (one of whom is a surveyor), customers and suppliers. None was forthcoming from local government”,  “A Business Link consultant prepared the business plan and an application form,  “DTI financial and research support. Chamber of Commerce financial and research support”,  “AWM marketing training seminar. I managed to secure some support from AWM under their Foresight Scheme”,  “I approached the Planning Department of Birmingham City Council”. 

The approaches taken and the strategies deployed in addressing the issues shows remarkable ‘adaptability’ in the way firms respond to challenges and uncertainties. Firms appear to draw upon internal and external sources and combine their knowledge with the outside expertise. Their approach appears to reflect a ‘kinetic’ enterprise – where the motions of change are coupled with adaptable approaches to benefit the firm survival and growth. There was clear evidence of ‘sequences’ in the use of in sources of support. One firm relied on the City Council for property information, for example, and then went on to seek help externally from an estate agent to find suitable premises and information, advice and guidance.
Intensity of support 
The type of support firms secured ranged in intensity, the level of understanding, the extent to which the support assisted the firms’ plans and its implementation. Different sources of support were associated with different intensities. Internal staff with specialist functions may be able to provide a high degree of intensity of support. External agencies provide different levels of intensity of support For example, lawyers and financiers tended to have a more intense involvement compared to general advisers. The intensity of support varied over time. For one firm the high intensity support dissipated into medium intensity over time. In contrast, for one firm the low intensity support gradually developed to higher intensity. 

Tangible impacts of support

Owner-managers reported impact of the support. The most frequently cited tangible impact of support was increased sales. Other firms revealed that cost saving and cash management were apparent benefits. Other firms thought that the export process became easier and the financial systems improved. It was also striking that several of the firms receiving support experienced further “issues” afterwards. These included finding suitable premises, additional investment, following up contacts, increasing financial pressures and potential trade loss. Often the ‘consequent’ issue meant having to seek a different form of support. The need for ongoing integrated support is evident.

Impact on intellectual capital

Analyses were undertaken upon the perceived impact of support on specific facets of intellectual capital (human, organisational, structural, market and social; together with their overall alignment and/or adaptability – see Sparrow and Patel, 2005). 

Some firms reported a gain in their ‘knowledge’. The human capital was strengthened by a willingness to undertake additional training. A couple of firms thought that staff confidence had increased. A majority of firms indicated that the support had no ‘team’ impact, many firms also states that they noticed an improvement in team building. There was little evidence of such impacts having been anticipated let alone planned into the ‘technical’ support provided. The majority of firms reported no attributable impact from support on social capital, though there were examples of firms reporting improvement in relationships with suppliers, government, banks and overall relationships with many actors. Many firms indicated that there was no impact of support on market capital and or that it could not be established. However, some firms revealed that they had experienced an improvement in image. Most firms did not sense any impact of support on structural capital. i.e. basic systems or process improvements. 

The strong message was that support had addressed immediate problems but had not sought to anticipate further consequences or build capability in the firm in any of the key intangible assets. The tracking process revealed that in many instances the ‘subsequent’ major development flowed from the earlier issues. There were examples of some ‘surprises’ with new ‘crises’ arising, but change had in many instances not been “recognised” as invoking further issues. 

The tracking study highlighted the remarkable adaptability and diversity of SME owners in the sub-region and their real experiences of doing business, in some cases in very competitive environments. Where business growth has been achieved it can largely be attributed to resilience of SME owner-managers in the face of increased competition, industrial decline and restructuring. The owner-managers show high personal drive and ambition to achieve business growth by identifying new market areas, exploitation of new ideas and the introduction of additional value-added approaches. 

The study shows that some firms are capable of adapting at least as fast as their environment changes. There was considerable evidence of less structured forms of adaptation. Indeed, in grappling with one change businesses can be more destabilised by ‘knock-on’ considerations. If business support operates on a reactive basis there will be many inefficiencies (and casualties) in business development. For business support agencies to improve the design and delivery of business support, the study points to the growing work of ‘contingency’ theorists who posit that environments are dynamic, hostile and complex and require firms to engage in more and better planning and demonstrate a more entrepreneurial orientation. 

But how might one characterise the entrepreneurial learning evidenced in the course of the tracking study? In systems terms, the pace and sheer reactivity of SMEs sustains open-loop behaviour (with no real evaluation - and hence no learning). There is extensive ‘figuring–out’ through progressive adaptation of practices. i.e. single loop learning. Looking ‘behind’ or ‘beyond’ practices to address more than the immediate problem was less evident. Critical reflection to appreciate the learning and adaptation issues at stake (triple loop learning) was not evident. One of the clearest outcomes from reflective practice is the recognition that events are complex and multi-determined and that actions that advance one outcome may compromise another objective.  Thorpe, et al. (2006) highlight the importance of the ability of the entrepreneur to self-reflect from their interaction with the environment. Key aspects of this are the amount of reflection occurring in the course of experience i.e. extent of reflection. This can considered in terms of frequency (time) and depth/criticality. The depth/criticality of reflection refers to the extent that explanations of what lies ‘behind’ events is sought and learned from. There is evidence in larger organisations that employees face workplace barriers (e.g. Sparrow, Ashford and Heel, 2005) and individual levels of education/experience (Sparrow, 2006a) that can limit the frequency and depth of reflection. Entrepreneurial learning within SMEs can undoubtedly occur but entrepreneurs are not seeking or deriving the learning that is potentially available.

Reflective practice is important but do people ‘naturally’ reflect well, or do they need to be supported. i.e. coached? There is an extensive psychological literature upon helping people identify unhelpful thinking in their decision making. Similarly, there is an increasing body of evidence that reflective practice may need to be taught and supported. Anderson and Boocock (2002) found that “critical reflection and re-evaluation in small firms is rare” (p 20) and that “learning processes beyond single loop learning are unlikely in small organisations” (p21). Research in other contexts has shown however, how reflection and learning can be enhanced within small sets of individuals within a workplace (Sparrow and Heel, 2005). Was there any evidence of the agents of business support alerting owner managers to these wider considerations? Was there any evidence of explicit capacity-building (facilitation) to support the owner managers (and/or the organisation more widely) of key learning?  In short, no.

4. 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

If business support is attuned towards business problems and business issues, it may construe the role of owner manager as ‘conduit’ though which support is channelled, and the ‘relationship’ important in so far as advice and guidance will ‘continue’ to be taken (e.g. Bennett and Robson, 2005). When entrepreneurial learning is highlighted, a different analysis of the role(s) of support is warranted.

The potential for coaching for entrepreneurial learning

East Midlands Development Agency (2005) in a report upon high growth business coaching state that the traditional Business Link model “implies an atomised approach, where a small business decides (with the possible involvement of an independent broker) that it needs to buy in specific specialist advice. It then repeats the transaction, potentially a number of times, with each individual transaction self-contained, and disconnected from what has preceded it. Though this maintains “arms-length” integrity to the brokerage role, it does not reflect a wide experience of the way in which SMEs have to confront the challenges that growth brings. Business planning decisions on e.g. marketing, finance, changes in production process, design are not disconnected events. Each impinges on the other, and if the connections are effectively managed, a virtuous circle of innovation stimulating further growth opportunities, is achieved.” (p 7). The interplay between businesses, organisational learning and personal sense-making in a knowledge creation perspective of ‘co-production’ was highlighted by Sparrow (2001a).  Sparrow et al (2001) identified different learning/development roles for business support professionals as expert consultation in investigative/diagnostic and event-driven approaches, and facilitative (process) consultation and business team based in emergent approaches towards business development. Sparrow (2001b) identified a more collaborative role for business support professionals in business development. Business support can benefit from a more integrated coaching ethos. 

Coaching emphasises the holistic nature of the individual and their context. It can highlight the role of rationality, creativity, emotion, wider life purpose, social purpose and the complex milieu within which a business’s development is situated.

The facilitation of personal learning needs to acknowledge instances where personal beliefs and styles of thinking are highlighting (or blinding) an entrepreneur to options at their disposal. At a deeper level, linkages and patterns amongst episodes may not be spontaneously appreciated. It is possible to explore the extent to which one is recognising relative importance, systemic relationships and plurality of interpretations in one’s (rational) thinking (Sparrow, 1998, 147). There is value in exploring ‘why’ one might adopt or neglect particular ‘rational’ perspectives. The value of a rational business plan for example, might seem to be universally good advice (Hisrich et al , 2000). King (2006) however identified that personal cognitions about risk and personal confidence affect the willingness and ‘contribution’ of a business plan. Robinson (2006) refers to a distinction in focus of learning activities in supporting entrepreneurs between task challenges, people challenges and thinking challenges. It is important that coaching addresses more than technical knowledge and skills therefore.  Sparrow (1998) highlighted how thinking processes other than reasoning operate in parallel. It was noted above that creative thinking and mood thinking can be facilitated to useful ends. Other recent research has highlighted the importance of mental material at levels other than ‘understanding’ (mental models etc.). These ‘levels’ of thinking are: episodic, skilled, tacit feel (intuitive) and unconscious interpretation. Some use of episodic knowledge is made by small business owner managers. Sparrow and Goodman (2000) highlighted the role that episodic knowledge (stories) play in crime management in SMEs. Sparrow and Carey (2006) report the use of stories in thinking about ownership succession. La Pira and Gillin (2006) argue that entrepreneurs use intellectual, emotional and spiritual intelligence intuitively. The use of an intuitive compass that senses alignment of developments with an overarching vision, has long been recognised as one of the key practices in strategic thinking (Isenberg, 1984). Supporting entrepreneurs in recognising and the full gamut of their thinking processes may be an important aspect of securing effective learning.

Rational decision-making is important, but other aspects of thinking (e.g. creativity and emotion) may also need to be reflected upon. McAdam and Keogh (2004) consider ways in which small firms might assess and manage creativity. The importance of considering the role of mood in relation to strategic visioning has been highlighted by Sparrow (2005a). The role of mood in relation to creativity more broadly has been explored by Sparrow (2006b). Shepherd (2004) advocates explicit development for entrepreneurs in emotional intelligence. Waterhouse (2006) reported first hand, the role of emotional intelligence in business turnaround. A coaching ethos can embrace these aspects of thinking.

Research has established that there are many businesses that do not plan to grow. Estimates in the US suggest that as many 90% of businesses do not plan to grow. Conventional wisdom of business support implied that support should therefore be ‘targeted’ towards businesses that did aspire (or even more appropriately, have the capability) to grow. More recent discussions of the role of enterprise within communities and wider debates upon business, regeneration and social purpose highlight the important role that ‘lifestyle’ businesses play. Hendricks (2002) defines a lifestyle entrepreneur as "somebody who goes into business not primarily for financial rewards but for lifestyle reasons.". The main difference is "the degree of focus on money, on sales growth and on expansion for expansion's sake." They are usually after some kind of pay-off, and the motivations could range from living on a beach or a mountain; or working only when they feel like it and with people they like. Others choose to become a lifestyle entrepreneur to be near their aging parents or stay at home with their young children. Still others want to get off the travel grind and away from overbearing bosses. Mostly, they want to do the kind of work that they love. This raises particular issues in the context of succession planning (Sparrow and Carey, 2006). A life coaching approach towards business support can enable such businesses to play an effective role in society and assist in succession planning.

Other aspects of life purpose given limited recognition in business support are the ethnicities and beliefs of entrepreneurs. The ‘challenges’ facing ethnic businesses have been acknowledged. Some efforts towards ‘mainstreaming’ them have been utilised. More recently, there has been an acknowledgement of the value of diversity. Understanding the ways in which spirituality interplays with entrepreneurship has not been fully explored. A related aspect of life purpose relates to the values of entrepreneurs. Recent thinking has emphasised the role of social purpose in organisations. The ways in which social purpose is aligned with enterprise objectives has been found to be most acute in social enterprise research, but the general notion obtains in many business contexts and is not really acknowledged in conventional support.
Finally, it is necessary to recognise that although owner managers occupy a powerful position within their businesses that established practices may operate as the ‘dominant logic’ (Jarzabkowski, 2004) in the enterprise and thus create the ‘lenses’ and ‘filters’ though which information flows (and are reinforced). As such they constitute inertia. A key competence that is increasingly being recognised is the ability to develop an adaptive enterprise. The strong sense of vision of entrepreneurs needs to be aligned with a pragmatic and creative open mindedness that enables efforts to be adapted as circumstances dictate. 

Owner managers can be supported to recognise their own and their business’s orientation to innovation (Sparrow, 2005b). Coaching can be proactive rather than reactive in supporting consideration of current personal and organisational practices. 

Approaches towards coaching for entrepreneurial learning

Martin (2003) suggests ways in which reflective practice can be facilitated within a small firm’s context. In the field of social enterprise, Zhang and Sparrow (2005) developed a reflective practice framework to facilitate entrepreneurs reflecting upon key developments and achieving deep learning. Sparrow and Patel (2005) report the use of a review framework to support SME owner managers consider their personal development and the roles that others have played within periodic intervals. 

In addition to initiatives where reflection has been identified as a primary objective of interventions, and individual support the emphasis, there is an emerging ‘technology’ of approaches to enhance learning and change in groups. Models include: systems thinking (Senge, 1990), dialogue theory (Isaacs, 1999), appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider and Whitney, 2005) and a systems methodology development called Small Group Design Conversation (Stalinski, 2004).

This paper has considered research findings upon the impact of indirect assistance upon SME performance. It has provided evidence to suggest that the relatively weak relationships between indirect assistance and business performance may be attributable in part to the neglect of mediating variables of personal learning, organisational learning and intangible asset development, alignment and reconfigurability.

Analyses of previous research studies and the Birmingham City University ESIS study suggest that business support is largely configured on an ‘expert consulting’ and knowledge transfer basis. Research upon an alternative ‘process consultation’ and facilitation approach suggests that greater impact can be secured upon each of the mediating variables and their interplay. Evaluation studies have not assessed the extent to which forms of indirect assistance have been oriented towards process consultancy or facilitation, and have not assessed any of the mediating variables. 

An approach towards SME development based upon coaching principles offers a way to secure more effective entrepreneurial learning and organisational change. 
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