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Abstract

This article talks about growing small businesses in a recession and examines
management strategies that made the company grow. Recessionary periods
are accepted tough for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to survive and
grow, yet some do. SME performance is discussed associating with different
factors including barriers, business characteristics, owner-manager lifestyle
and networks. Prior studies have a significant contribution in exploring ag-
gregate SME growth phenomena, but there is a little understanding of how
SMEs grow in the recessionary periods. This study used a pluralist metho-
dology with the participant action research as a primary approach, case study
as a design and mix-method strategy to collect and analyse data. The re-
search is dominant by qualitative research where such data were collected
from a series of informal interviews and observation. Similarly, quantitative
data such as business records and financial information were gathered from
primary and secondary sources. The case study firm implemented two
management strategies: learning in the organisation and restructuring the
organisation to achieve growth during the recession of 2008-2009. Even
though the precise impact of these strategies is challenging to establish,
both learning and restructuring strategies were making the firm grow in the
recession of 2008-2009. Since SMEs operate in a context, any “ready-to-use”
and “one-size-fits-all” strategies and advice do not help individual businesses
grow. This paper will be of interest to all the people who are involved in
making the SMEs grow in recessionary periods.
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1.

It

Introduction

has been a decade of the 2008-2009 recession, but the stories of success and
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failure are not faded yet. During the recession, the most prevalent stories were
about the credit crunch, business closure, increased unemployment and reduced
annual turnover. The stories, less commonly shared, were about business
growth, new business opportunities and growing market share. These contra-
dictory stories encourage to investigate why and how some small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) grow while others fail [1]. This article is one such attempt.

However, going into the topic of what makes SMEs grow in a recession, it is
essential to understand three phenomena: SMEs and their contribution to the
national economy, the 2008-2009 recession and its impact on SMEs and the case
study firm.

SMEs and their contribution: Why should one research SME growth phe-
nomena? It is vital to research SMEs, as they are the backbone of the national
economy. The strands of literature uncover such importance for reducing un-
employment and generating economy [2] [3] [4]. It is also identified that SMEs
and national economies work in a dyadic relationship, where government helps
SME:s grow, and SMEs help government for financial strength.

However, understanding the SME sector is quite complex. Various attempts
were made to define and describe SMEs following the Bolton Committee Report
in 1971. The SME:s, as they are known today, were not understood in the past. In
some periods, SMEs were known as shopkeepers, and in other times, they were
known as small businesses [5]. Furthermore, the standards used to define and
describe SMEs were different as they were used to serve the local/national re-
quirements having a little agreement on the understandings. This is reflected in
the Bolton attempts too as they found it difficult to capture all SMEs using a sin-
gle quantifiable measure. So, they considered the economic definition to
characterise businesses and statistical definition to categorise them [6]. Some
examples of business characters are management style, ownership and financial
structure to separate small firms from larger ones [7] [8].

In the UK, the Department of Trade and Industry defines businesses using
three standards: annual turnover, balance sheet amount, and the number of em-
ployees [9]. Any business is considered small if it has less than £6.5 million an-
nual turnover, less than £3.26 million balance sheet amount and less than 50
employees. Similarly, the businesses with less than £25.9 million turnover, less
than £12.9 million balance sheet amount and less than 250 employees are
categorised as medium enterprises. These measures, for example, have a slight
variation with the EU and clash with the USA [10] [11].

Regardless of how SMEs are defined or described, SMEs play a vital role in the
national economies. In the UK, they account for more than 99 percent of total
businesses, provide more than 59 percent of the total private sector employment
and contribute about 50 percent of the total national turnover [12]. These facts
justify the importance of studying SME performance phenomena in general, and
SME growth during the recessionary periods in particular, when SME growth
becomes questionable.

The 2008-2009 recession and its impact: The recession was the result of the
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US subprime market that burst in 2008. Any bailout efforts could not resolve the
issue completely. Thus, the impact of banking burst spread around the world af-
fecting the major economies including USA, Japan, China, Australia and New
Zealand [13] [14]. Notably, the IMF [15] recognised this crisis as the deepest and
longest since the 1930s.

During the recession, the UK was facing a tough economic situation with
problems across many sectors [16]. Market contraction and increased unem-
ployment were apparent as a consequence [17]. There was a most significant fall
in the number of businesses since 1993 [18] where the unemployment increased
by 2 per cent [19]. Moreover, 58 per cent of SMEs were severely affected [20]; 40
per cent of businesses experienced a fall in employment; 50 per cent of business-
es had a fall in sales [21]. The economic adversity was hitting harder for SMEs
compared to the larger firms, particularly the ones which were least prepared to
cope with turbulent economic conditions [22].

In contrast, some businesses were growing during the recession. Some studies
claim that the suitability of recession to grow [23] which is backed up by Rae
[24] who finds some improvement in quality and business performance during
the recessions. Similarly, Gulati et al [25] identify nine per cent of the businesses
were doing better in the recessionary period. The growers were among the ones
having human capital [26]. This highlights the importance of identifying the ap-
propriate approach for SME growth.

The case study firm: Why has Sharon Taxis become the intent of this re-
search? As mentioned earlier, Sharon Taxis (the case study firm) is one of the
nine percenters that achieved growth in the recession of 2008-09. This is one of
three reasons. The second reason relates to the accessibility of research. It has
been noticed that getting access to the business data and activities is challenging
- see Curran and Blackburn [4]. In spite of SME limitations, Sharon Taxis of-
fered business activities and data for research and also provided two people to
ease the research process. Finally, the owner-manager was interested in identi-
fying what was making the business grow.

A brief story of the case study firm starts in 2004 when Chris, the new own-
er-manager, acquired Sharon Taxis. This taxi firm was in operation as a private
hire company since 1986. Then in 2005, he bought another taxi company named
Anthony Van Rentals. These two firms were merged in 2006 when Chris also
established Anthony Garage to cater maintenance services to their vehicles.
Chris made a huge investment in 2007 by buying 25 new taxicabs. In 2011, the
owner-manager opened Anthony Garage with two servicing ramps. Sharon Tax-
is mainly provided taxi service during the recession, whereas Anthony Garage
extended vehicle maintenance services to the public [27]. Thus, this research
mainly focuses on the taxi business that was in operation during the recession.

In addition to the recession, few other things were also playing a negative role
in business growth. For example, Sharon Taxis lost the transport contract from
the local council; taxi licence was deregulated which attracted new entrants; new
regulation forced to buy new vehicles. Despite these unexpected changes, the
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case study firm continued to perform better in terms of annual turnover, balance
sheet amount, customers and employees.

These reasons, perhaps, justify the selection of Sharon Taxis for researching
growth phenomena in the recession of 2008-09. This is the mater of interest to
find out what do the growers do to achieve growth? Thus, this paper attempts to
find business growth phenomena during the recession.

To present the discussion, this article has been divided into five sections. Fol-
lowing the introduction, the second section looks at the literature in the field of
SMEs and business performance. In particular, it focuses on the complexities
and challenges of SME growth. Similarly, the third section outlines how the plu-
ralist methodology was used to investigate the case study firm and its growth
phenomena in a recession. The results and analysis are presented in section four.
This section is divided into three subsections - business performance, interpre-
tation of strategies, and recommended strategies. The final section concludes

this article and recommends strategies for business growth in a recession.

2. Literature Review

Since the publication of the Bolton Report in 1971, the SME sector has received
significant attention for research [5]. SME contribution on employment creation
and economy generation is highly valued which made to accept SMEs as the
backbone for the national economy. Despite this fact, researching SME sector
presents multiple complexities that lie around the availability and accessibility of
data, availability of owner-manager for research and value of new knowledge to
the company, see Curran and Blackburn [4], Storey [28].

When it comes to researching the individual SMEs and their growth pheno-
mena, it adds a layer of complexity in the knowledge of defining SMEs, measur-
ing growth, growth-making strategies and growth-affecting factors. On top of
this, contextual factors add more challenges of precision in the number of SMEs
and their overall contribution. Thus, this section uncovers three aspects: mea-
suring business growth, growth-making strategies and growth-affecting factors.

These aspects are discussed in general and also in the context of recession.

2.1. Measuring Business Growth

Measuring business performance has never been easy, as the performance is
measured for different purposes. As such, different indicators are used to fulfil
their requirements. The government officials tend to use the tax payments and
employee numbers whereas owner-managers are more interested in profit, see
Jarvis et al [29]. Generally speaking, there are two approaches to measuring
business performance objective (quantitative) and subjective (qualitative). Ob-
jective measures make it easy to quantify the changes. However, selecting and
relying on them are challenging as they involve multiple choices such as absolute
or relative growth, sales or profit growth, steady overall or merger/acquisition
growth [30] [31] [32]. These measures have some sort of paradox which may

provide contradictory results.
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In contrast, subjective measures are based on the opinions of individuals.
Business growth for one may not be necessarily a growth for others. These rather
different propositions make it difficult to come to the consensus of performance
[29]. The terms like growth, development, sustain and success add an additional
layer of complexity in measuring business performance. Thus, the dilemma of
business growth straddles between measuring indicators, units of measurement,
the person measuring growth and the process involved

In the literature, business growth has been entangled with terms such as fi-
nancial performance [33], sustainability [34] [35], success [36], employee devel-
opment [37], market expansion, market share, number of customers, and return
on capital investment [38]. It is also confirmed that “business growth” carries
perceptual meaning. For instance, the owner of a business may see a growth in
terms of profit. However, for a manager, “growth” may mean exceeding the tar-
gets. These perceptual differences obviously refer to different growth-measuring
indicators.

Therefore, it can be concluded that measuring the growth of a business using
a single unit/aspect may provide a limited understanding and may not capture
an overall picture. Blackburn ef al [39] also recommend multiple indicators to
measure business performance which include both growth and developmental
perspectives. It is important to consider Mao [40] who recommends to use
quantity and quality of business overall. This signifies towards the use of both
tangible as well as intangible changes. Therefore, as an academic, this could be
resolved by mixing both quantitative and qualitative indicators such as employ-

ment, annual turnover, profit and market share.

2.2. Growth-Making Strategies

SMEs implement multiple strategies to grow their business. Some common
strategies are Janus-faced, resource-based, strategic view, strategic business
planning, investment-driven, product diversification, marketing, restructuring,
and learning in the organisation. The effectiveness of each strategy depends on
the business context. So, a little agreement on implementing strategies and their
impacts are noticed.

Gulati et al. [25] emphasised the importance of a combined strategy that can
be chosen from prevention-focused, promotion-focused, pragmatic and pro-
gressive. They warn that becoming too aggressive or too defensive will not help
to grow businesses in the economic turbulences. The recommended combina-
tion comprises of operative effectiveness and market development along with
asset investment strategies. In the times of financial contractions, implementing
Janus-faced strategy cutting budgets in one area and investing in other areas is
not easy, but this is accepted as a most effective in the recessionary periods.

The resource-based approach is not a new concept, of course. Penrose [41]
recommends “resource-based” strategy to grow a business investing in fixed as-
sets like machinery and making the business process more efficient or investing

in people skills to boost their performance. In either case or a combination of
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both, businesses can achieve growth. Especially in the service industries, like the
case study firm, soft skills help to grow a business and hard skills help to provide
specialised services. Usually, small businesses do not invest in people and their
soft/hard skills. Those lacking skills become the barriers to growth when em-
ployees are required to deal with customers and new technologies.

Stage-based strategies are also common for normal economic environments.
Greiner [42] recommends five strategies aligning with the growth stages. These
strategies need to match the business dimensions such as age and size, evolution
and revolution stages, and growth rate. Similarly, authors like Churchill and
Lewis [43], Gibb and Scott [44] also use strategic views, but the business-stages
they discuss vary to each other. Interestingly, there are more than 100 business
growth models, and a number of them use the growth-stage models to analyse
business performance - see Levie and Lichtenstein [45], Merson [46]. Therefore,
selecting the appropriate strategy for the specific business is tricky.

Also, a number of management strategies are associated with the growth of a
business. Porter [47] recommends a number of them, including cost leadership,
product differentiation, operation efficiency and focus. Similarly, Smallbone, et
al. [48] find three strategies associated with the growth of manufacturing SMEs -
managing markets and products, production process and improvement, and
labour productivity. Furthermore, Churchill and Lewis [49] recommend 13 re-
cessionary strategies to sustain and grow small businesses. These strategies in-
clude monitoring collections, budget expenses and compliance, changing sales
prices and stop selling to slow payers.

From the brief review of the literature on growth strategies, it is concluded
that generic strategies have a less positive impact on business performance.
Hence, the appropriate selection of strategies, along with growth-affecting fac-

tors, to the context is the only option to achieve business growth.

2.3. Growth Affecting Factors

In addition to the strategies, there are a number of factors that affect business
performance. These factors could be divided into three groups owner-manager
factors, business factors and other factors [8] [50] [51]. These factors are further

discussed to see the relationship with business performance.

2.3.1. Owner-Manager Factors
In the UK, about 75 per cent of SMEs do not have any employees, and they are
operated as a family business. That is, SME owner-managers are the player of
their business - see Young [52], Andersson and Tell [53]. Therefore, the growth
of a business depends on owner-managers and their characters such as growth
intention, start-up objective, managing ability, lifestyle and family support, age,
gender and leadership style.

Owner-managers of the growing business put the growth intention on top
priority, but they also want to keep controlling them [54]. Some owner-managers

also fear to lose control over the business whereas they do not want to grow their
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business because of the rewards/benefits they get from the government [7].
These contradictory behaviours make it difficult to understand whether these
businesses have any intention to grow. Along with the willingness, the own-
er-manager need to have ability and motivation to manage change [55] [56]
[57]. If owner-managers lack such characters, the business will not achieve
growth.

A handful of literature associate business performance with age and gender.
Some of them claim that the firms established and operated by younger own-
er-managers grow faster compared to the older owner-managers [58] [59]. Si-
milarly, Cliff [60] and Singh et al. [61] find an association of gender in business
performance. They notice the businesses owned by male grow faster than busi-
nesses owned by the females. However, businesses owned by females are more
successful despite the fact that the growth is slow.

Singh et al. [61] also look at the business performance associating the aca-
demic background and claim that businesses owned by university graduates
are more successful. However, when it comes to the experience, the con-
text-specific experience is more valuable than the experienced gained in differ-
ent organisations [62] [63].

Moreover, Delmar [64] finds a positive association between business growth
and owner-manager characters. Similarly, Majumdar [65] finds entrepreneurial
vision more important to achieve growth which is similar to the argument of
Curran and Blackburn [66] who see business growth associating with intention
and objective when the firm was formed. The discussion of characters does not
stop here, there is more in the literature that includes leadership style, deci-
sion-making process, learning attitude and discretionary behaviour [67] [68]
[69] [70] [71].

Thus, the literature on the owner-manager factors makes it clear that SME

performance is very much dependent on the person leading the business.

2.3.2. Business Factors
There are some business characters such as age and size, location, prod-
ucts/services and business processes that affect business performance. A number
of efforts are made to establish such links between business factors and their
performance. Blackburn et a/ [39] find an association of age and size to business
performance. Age has both positive and negative association with growth. The
shutdown rate of the younger firms is higher compared to the older ones, whe-
reas the younger firms grow faster at an early age. It is also noticed that young
firms are riskiest ones as 50 per cent of new start-ups shutdown within three
years and 60 per cent close by ten years of their age [72] [73]. Business size also
has something to do with business performance. Hamilton [74] finds a positive
association, but he notices the importance of employment size.

The location is another factor which is discussed to relate the success of a
small business [75] [76] [77]. It is particularly important because the location

plays a major role in transporting time and cost, availability of human resources,
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availability of physical resources, and backward-foreward linkage. Similarly, the
business process has something to do with business performance. According to
Kitching et al [14], performing businesses adopt the product or market diversi-
fication strategy and align with organisation-works whereas Zhao et al. [78] and
Brink [79] link business growth with the networks of connections.

The review of business factors reveals that business performance is signifi-
cantly affected by the business characters. However, individual businesses oper-
ate in a distinct situation, so identifying which one is more important is the

matter of context.

2.3.3. Other Factors

Beyond business and owner-manager factors, there are some other factors that
affect SME performance and three of them are particularly important. They are
internal and external barriers, entry and exit barriers, and business advice and
support. Interestingly, these factors have varied impact on business perfor-
mance.

Internal and external barriers: internal barriers include funding, management
capabilities, intention and motivation of growth, marketing and sales capacity,
products and services. Similarly, external barriers are the ones that affect busi-
ness externally. Some of the external barriers are the unavailability of employees,
the high cost of capital, government tax, unfavourable legislation, lengthy bu-
reaucratic process, competitive market structure and lack of infrastructure.
These both internal and external barriers do not help to grow the business [80]
[81] [82].

Regardless of their size and length, these barriers do not help businesses
achieve performance. By studying SME performance in the UK between 1980
and 2002, Blackburn [83] concludes that the growth of a small business is more
affected by the structural changes of the economic shift (external barrier) than
organisational and institutional efforts (internal barrier).

Recently, uncertainty is discussed as one of the main obstacles to grow the
business which can be either internal or external barrier. If the uncertainty in-
creases for a longer period, the effects become prolonged on economic activity.
If businesses find uncertainty, they use “wait-and-see” strategy which does not
help businesses achieve performance [82].

Entry and exit barriers: these barriers are discussed in connection with busi-
ness start-up, growth and closure. By analysing growing firms in the UK be-
tween 1980 and 1993, Murphy [84] concludes that low entry-barrier has low
survival and high entry-barrier has high survival. The lower entry barriers in-
crease the number of competitors which does not support to achieve business
growth. Meanwhile, tough exit barriers stop owner-managers exiting from the
business so the businesses will stay in the market making sector difficult to grow
[85]. However, there is no straightforward solution for businesses that are al-
ready in the industry.

Business advice and support: Robson and Bennett [86] find a common prac-
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tice of obtaining external advice since the mid-1980s. Specifically, growth-driven
businesses take advice in different stages of growth. This is supported by Trau
[70] who finds a positive impact of “intervention-driven external advice” strate-
gy. However, the advice alone does not help to grow a business that needs to be
contextualised — see North ef a/. [87], Quinn [88]. This indicates that expert and
contextualised advice has a positive impact on business performance.

Among the private sector businesses, advices from their accountants are most
widely used which is followed by advice from bankers and lawyers. Friends and
family members are other major sources of advice, especially when SMEs do not
want to expose their information to outsiders. Advice from customers and sup-
pliers also play a vital role to grow a business [86] [89]. Generally speaking,
SMEs do not afford expert advice [37]. As a result, SMEs often try to get cheaper
or free advice from non-expert sources. These advice should be checked careful-
ly before implementing in the business, Department of Employment [89] sug-
gests.

Usually, SMEs take advice in two situations first when SMEs find it difficult to
sustain, and second when SMEs want to grow. By studying 16 micro-enterprises,
Perren [90] concludes that businesses need tailored and timely support to
achieve business growth. He also finds a complex pattern between independent
growth factors and interim growth drivers. However, the impact of the advice
remains unclear because of the complexity of input and other confounding fac-
tors. It is revealed that the advice received from like-minded people and trade
organisations are vital. National and international trade fairs are more important
to interact than the local and regional organisations. It is because people from
national and international organisations share their business ideas more frankly
than the people from local and regional businesses [91].

A brief review of business performance literature reveals that different strate-
gies and factors play a role in business performance. However, there is a little
understanding of how SMEs grow in the recessionary periods [92]. Most of the
literature discusses the business performance in normal economic situations,
and some of them discuss SME performance in the context of recession, but they
take a large data leaving a gap in the literature of growing business in a reces-
sion. Thus, by researching a growing business in the recession of 2008-09, this
paper investigates how SMEs could achieve growth in the recessionary periods.

Due to the ethical reasons, the name of people and firms are changed. To pro-
tect the research participants, the language was modified, where necessary,

without changing the notion.

3. Methodology

Due to the limited resources and information that SMEs hold, it is very chal-
lenging to study SMEs [4] [8]. Also, understanding SMEs and their growth phe-
nomena are socially constructed [93]. To get through these issues and study a
growing business in a recession, this study employed a pluralist methodology

combining with action research as the main approach [94] supplemented by the
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case study design (Yin, 2014). The combination of qualitative and quantitative
methods is expected to provide the best possible results in researching a case
study [95].

Among the different models of action researches, the combination of partici-
pant action research [94] and problem centred action research [96] was utilised.
To follow the process of the action research, this study was divided into three
phases. In the first phase, relevant data were collected and analysed. The qualita-
tive data were analysed using content analysis whereas the quantitative data were
analysed using descriptive statistics such as average. The output of data-analysis
was compared with the sector and national changes [97]. In the second phase,
strategies were made and discussed with the owner-manager. Similarly, in the
final phase, the researcher left the field leaving strategies to implement in future
[98] [99].

To avoid the drawbacks of action research such as researcher partiality and
idiosyncratic decisions, a continuous process of observation, reflection and ac-
tion was used throughout the research [100]. The partiality in data collection
and analysis was illuminated by selecting research-participants form different
divisions and levels. The information collected. Similarly, idiosyncrasy was
maintained by observing the results of quantitative analysis with qualitative
analysis. Two employees from the case study firm were involved in this research
project who organised meetings with the owner-manager, provided secondary
data and also helped to escape pitfalls.

The business, business processes and the owner-manager were investigated
along with organisational efforts. Within the business aspect, location, size, age,
number of employees and services were evaluated. The business process in-
cluded strategy formation and implementation process, business management
process, and HR process. The researcher also studied the owner-manager cha-
racters such as age, motivating factors, advice buying-in, lifestyle, leadership, in-
tention and interest. As discussed in the literature review section, these factors
are associated with business performance.

Since the case study firm implemented a number of strategies and
organisational efforts, it was difficult to identify the impact of each activity and
strategy. Thus, the data were collected from multiple sources. The business ac-
tivity data were observed for three years between July 2013 and July 2016. These
data included periodic reports, meeting minutes and other documents produced
for government agencies and third parties.

Similarly, the owner-manager was shadowed for a month in January 2015.
During the shadow period, the owner-manager actions such as business deci-
sions, recruitment and selection activities, staff meeting and attending external
meetings were observed and recorded in the field diary. The consistency in deci-
sion-making approaches, lifestyles and work-life balance were the main focus of
shadowing. The actions taken by the owner-manager were discussed further to

understand the strategic approaches. For example, after completing a meeting
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with under-performers, future plans and actions were discussed. Besides sha-
dowing the owner-manager, individual character data were obtained from
neighbouring business owners.

To identify the changes in the business, baseline data were collected. The
baseline data included the number of employees, number of customers, number
of jobs done in year and revenue generation. These baseline data helped to
benchmark different indicators, measure the performance and analyse associated
efforts. The qualitative data were gathered in the form of thick description such
as observation, interaction, noticeboard notes, and semi-structured interviews
with 19 research participants [101]. Similarly, quantitative data were drawn from
financial reports and the number of customers and employees.

A series of interviews were conducted with Chris (the owner-manager of the
case study firm) and his employees to gather information about growth inten-
tion, business processes and strategy formation and implementation processes.
Organisational efforts were explored by conducting informal and unstructured
interviews with the owner-manager, neighbouring business owners and em-
ployees. Data from trade organisations were also gathered by attending meetings
and exploring publicly available data. Likewise, data for taxi regulations were
collected from the local council through correspondence and telephone inter-
views.

The data about similar service providers in the study area were collected to
find out their impacts on the case study firm. Such data were drawn from the
Yellow Pages, Thomson Local, Companies House, local council and own-
er-manager. The data collected from different sources were merged and sorted
out to resolve the discrepancies between trade names and registered names. Si-
milarly, start-up and shutdown data were obtained from Companies House. The
market-share data were collected from the local council, case study firm and
Companies House. These data were verified by counting the number of vehicles
on the road. The taxicabs were counted in ten different points within the town

and analysed by using descriptive statistics.

4. Results and Discussion

The performance of the case study firm provides evidence of SME growth in a
recession and shows that business growth was the result of restructuring and
learning strategies. Based on the findings, future growth strategies are recom-

mended at the end of this section.

4.1. Business Performance

Due to the difficulty of understanding the case study firm as a whole, different

components are discussed individually, and the results are combined afterwards.

4.1.1. Growth Intention
The growth intention plays a vital role in business performance [66] which can
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be derived from two sources: the firm and the owner-manager. The objectives of
the case study firm do not show any intention of business growth. Instead, it fo-

3

cuses on quality. In their mission statement, it states “... we have vowed always to
strive to offer the best taxi service ... This includes offering a large fleet of
well-maintained vehicles with good drivers at a price lower than our competi-
tors.” However, the owner-manager shows an intention of growth. In a conver-
sation, he showed the interest of covering the region. Actions such as buying ad-
ditional vehicles, setting up a garage, increasing the number of ramps and in-
vesting in people are evidence of such intention. Even though some of these

characters fall under portfolio entrepreneurship [102] [103].

4.1.2. Business Performance

By analysing both financial and non-financial indicators, it is revealed that the
case study firm achieved growth. Despite fluctuations, overall growth was
achieved in the long run. The turnover of the business in 2004-05 was £107 k,
increasing to £147 k in 2005-06. By 2006-07, the turnover reached £194 k and
jumped to £992 k in 2007-08. The turnover increment of more than 400 per cent
was achieved from 25 additional taxicabs bought in 2007. Despite the termina-
tion of the contract from local authority and taxi licence deregulation, the an-
nual turnover grew and reached £1.09 million in 2008-09.

The firm was also growing in the non-financial terms, customers and em-
ployees. In 2004-05, the case study firm employed 15 livelihoods which reached
25 in 2005-06. The number in 2006-07 reached 40 employees, followed by 49 in
2007-08. It is interesting that nine additional employees managed to run 25 ad-
ditional vehicles. At this time, the owner-manager trimmed some office staff and
recruited drivers. After 2007-08, the growth in the number of employees was set-
tled, and steady growth was achieved.

Similarly, the number of customers was also increased. 121 k customers in
2004-05 reached 139 k in 2005-06. This growth continued and reached 160 k in
2006-07. In 2007-08 alone, 32 k customers were increased. This increase is asso-
ciated with the number of additional vehicles. Even during the recession, cus-
tomers increased by 11 per cent and reached 234 k. It is revealed that the growth
was gained from efficient employees as there were no other confounding factors
associated with this growth. Then, steady growth has been achieved throughout,
except in the years 2011-12 and 2013-14, when there was a drop in the number
of customers by 3 k and 2 k respectively.

4.1.3. Organisation Works and Customer-Drain Effect

Even in the adverse environment, the case study continued to grow. Such growth
was questioned whether the business performance was the result of the custom-
er-drain effect. From the available information, it is confirmed that there was no
such effect, as there were neither any similar businesses were shutdown, nor any
businesses were moved away. There were no changes in the alternative services,
service providers and population that may bring positive impact to the case

study firm.
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Hence, it is confirmed that the organisational efforts made the business grow.
The case study firm implemented changes in the organisation internally and ex-
ternally. Internal changes included the simplification of business process, train-
ing employees for a specific task, consolidation of human and physical resources,
investing in physical assets and diversification of products. External changes in-
cluded the establishment of networks with trade organisations and business

partners, supporting local clubs, schools and hospitals, and getting expert advice.

4.1.4. Market-Share and Efficiency

As mentioned earlier, organisational inputs have a positive impact on the busi-
ness and the employees. To compare employee performance and market share,
the total number of taxis, employees and market share data were analysed. There
were only 118 taxis in the study area including 57 licensed Hackney Carriages
and 61 Private Hire Vehicles [104]. However, out of 20 taxi firms [105], only ten
taxi firms provide their service at a time.

Sharon Taxis has the highest contribution on the number of vehicles which
accounts 38 per cent of total vehicles compared to 15 per cent of nearest com-
petitor followed by 6 per cent (the second competitor) and 41 per cent by the
rest. Similarly, the case study firm has the highest contribution to the number of
drivers (44 per cent) followed by the nearest competitor (16 per cent) and 41 per
cent by the rest. The case study firm is the busiest taxi service provider in the
area, as 38 per cent vehicles and 44 per cent of drivers occupy more than 61 per
cent of total market share. This information tells that the case study firm is the

most efficient business among the competitors in the study area.

4.1.5. The Owner-Manager Style

The owner-manager uses a hands-on approach and is very friendly with em-
ployees and business advisors. He is good at deconstructing the models and
ideas and picking the shiny parts and reconstructing to make them fit for his
business. He was a rugby manager in a local school; he chaired a finance com-
mittee in another school; served as a governing member for a university. By
working together with non-profit organisations, he learned to manage diverse
organisations. Apart from this, Chris was creating business networks. He has all
three skills technical, human and conceptual required for a manager and vision-

ing skill required for a business leader.

4.2. Interpretation of the Growth

People in the case study firm are engaged in internal and external organisation
works which were associated with business growth. However, the situation in the
case study firm was noisy and complex to grasp all in a go owner-manager
meeting senior employees, conducting performance evaluations, meeting busi-
ness-partners and trade organisations, and working for charity organisations;
employees delivering their services, participating training programmes, going

out for marketing and establishing business networks. In the office, the new IT
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system is being installed, building work is taking place, and new equipment is
being set up. In such a complex situation, two glimmering strategies were identi-

fied learning in the organisation and restructuring the organisation.

4.2.1. Learning in the Organisation

The owner-manager implements two learning strategies in the organisation
formal and informal. The formal learning process includes training pro-
grammes, and the informal learning process includes staff meetings, perfor-
mance evaluation and feedback. This learning process comprises three levels the
owner-manager, senior and junior employees. Learning in the owner-manager
level takes place through the transformation of skill and knowledge. The own-
er-manager picks up the successful models, and he simplifies them before im-
plementing it. For example, Chris learned about the business excellence model
while he was doing his MBA. Later, he implemented this model in the bank, and
now he is using this in his business. If we look at these organisations where Chris
implemented the business excellence model, they are not comparable in the
sense of what services they provide and how they operate the business. It is in-
teresting what Chris selected from the model and how he has implemented in
the business. Chris picked up people aspect from the model and implemented by
simplifying and contextualising it to the business.

... the main thing I learnt from City Bank was you need to treat your custom-
ers how you like to be treated. The business excellence model helped me to gen-
erate a modified version of customer care. In this model, there are two sides:
enablers and results. Approximately what I am trying to focus on people using
this shape. Chris

The owner-manager uses the word “people” to refer employees as enablers
and the customers as results. The business is focused on employees and custom-
ers where the employees provide standard and quality services to fulfil the cus-
tomers’ demand. Moreover, learning for the senior and junior employees was
made by transferring the skills and knowledge to their subordinates. Another
way of learning at this level takes place through action learning activities. It is
very interesting to find that action learning tools were practised even in small
firms like Sharon Taxis.

Through the meeting and feedback system, skills and knowledge are trans-
ferred informally. The communication process in the case study firm has differ-
ent layers with a chain of command that is not very common in other small
businesses. Chris organises the meeting with senior employees once a week and
conducts a performance evaluation for the business and employees. If there are
any concerns, he involves experts such as HR advisor and business partners.
Furthermore, there are other formal ways of sharing knowledge and developing
skills that take place through online, supervised training, and in-house or away
training. Employees in the case study firm feel they are getting opportunities to
learn and accept the firm as a learning organisation. Following three interviews

are examples of what the employees think about the firm.
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When I came to work here, Chris asked me to have an MoT licence. This is
something I never had but wanted to do. To have the MoT licence, you need to
have a Level-3 qualification, which I did not have. Within six months I did Lev-
el-3, I got an MoT licence, and I gained Level-3 Diagnostic. Then going forward,
1 also have done a hybrid course. Jason

I did NVQ in Level-2 and customer service course five years ago. I attended
the First Aid training a couple of years ago. William

I have done First Aid and customer service training. They are very useful. I am
listed for the Excel and AAT courses. I think these learning programmes will
help me to understand the accounting system and the business, and it will allow
me paying the drivers. Natalie

It is clear that the case study firm is a learning organisation, and it is provid-
ing learning opportunities to the employees. It is also apparent that the em-
ployees are developing their skills. If we look at the business performance and
employee development pattern, it becomes obvious that the business has a posi-
tive impact on employee learning and development. Jason explicitly expresses
this idea after attending a weeklong training.

In the time frame I am in, we doubled the turnover. We also had to extend the
workshop because we needed more space that was purely down to the volume of
work coming in. It was not down to the people, needing more space. We have
only two more technicians than when we started. We were four and now six of
us, but if we look at the number of customers, we used to have 1 k a year to
nearly 4 k now. We are more efficient, if people are not efficient, we try every
possible way to improve their performance.

Listening to Jason, it becomes obvious that employee efficiency was increased
as a result of learning in the organisation. It is generally understood that the
turnover is dependent on the volume of customers, sales price, and the number
of transactions rather than on employee efficiency. However, growth is asso-

ciated with employee efficiency which was gained in the case study firm.

4.2.2. Restructuring the Organisation

The case study firm was gone through change management in the case study
firm involving three-stage restructuring processes. In the first stage, the own-
er-manager gathered information and introduced different systems such as au-
diting, performance management, and setting up the boundary and roles and
responsibilities of the employees. In the second stage, the owner-manager im-
plemented plans such as trimming the employees, making the business process
efficient, and developing people. In the third stage, the restructuring process was
evaluated.

When Chris acquired two taxi firms, he consolidated human and physical re-
sources. Employees were trimmed, and their efficiency was boosted. “Reciprocal
training” was launched to help employees understand the value and role of other
employees. Consequently, some of the staff started doing marketing activities

and driving taxis when they were less busy with their assigned work. This
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process helped to gain more profit. However, there was the effect of organisation
works which was discussed earlier.

As a restructuring process, the case study firm introduced small changes such
as cashing up, banking, driver contract, and the CRB check. The employees were
sent for the training so they could be more efficient in their work. By investing
in the business process and standardising the practice, the case study firm pro-
vided better services with fewer employees. To implement such changes in the
organisation, Chris obtained expert advice. In a conversation, Natalie gives a
brief account of changes in the organisation.

He got rid of lots of staff basically, the managers weren’ t doing what they were
supposed to do. He introduced and implemented so many procedures such as
cashing up, driver procedure, driver sheet, banking and meetings. It is organised
a lot.

It is interesting to know “restructuring the organization” is an on-going
process, and it is a part of further planning. These operational changes have
given an impression of change in the organisation; even so, such changes are
only small and bumpy. As a consequence of these changes, staff became more
focused and result oriented.

I am applying three things. hard work, perspectives and very good planning. If
you want to become successtul, you need to put in hard work, and your perspec-
tives must be very clear. Planning for me is about looking at whats going to
happen in the market two-three-four years ahead and give time to adapt slowly. I
am using experiences from outside of our business. Chris

From the discussion and observation, it is clear that Chris implements three
things in the business clear objectives to achieve from the business, putting ef-
forts to attain the goals, and have plans/alternative plans. Even though these
terms have contextual meaning, and he did not give any example, these factors
helped him restructure the organisation and gain additional turnover.

As a part of restructuring the organisation, the owner-manager made the
business grow. He drew boundaries of employees and their work, bought advice
from HR professional to develop, engage and retain his employees. He also ob-
tained advice from accountants, banks and insurance providers that helped to
reduce the expenses, increase the turnover, plan the business, and manage the
finance. It is very interesting that the owner-manager never implemented any
advice as he bought it. He reviewed, contextualised and simplified them before

implementing in his company.

4.3. Growth Strategies for Future

Learning in the organisation and restructuring the organisation have positive
impacts on business performance. However, growth affecting factors and strate-
gies have an overlapping impact on business growth. Therefore, finding a clear
boundary of management strategies and affecting factors are challenging. Even
the factors that are effective in a context may not work in other contexts. There-

fore, the selection of management strategies and factors to grow the business

DOI: 10.4236/0jbm.2020.81013

223 Open Journal of Business and Management


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojbm.2020.81013

M. Gyanwali

needs to be contextualised.

By looking at the growth pattern, the business is still achieving absolute
growth. To grow further, the case study firm needs to implement both organic
and non-organic growth strategies. To achieve organic growth, the firm needs to
provide specialist services that increase the catchment area or diversify the ser-
vices and get new customers for new services. If the firm chooses non-organic
growth, it may extend the business by opening new branches at new sites or es-
tablish interdependent companies.

Regarding the selection of strategies, it depends upon the types of growth the
firm wants to achieve. From the empirical research, it is revealed that the growth
is achieved through management strategies such as learning and restructuring
the organisation, and factors like marketing, simplification of business process,
networking, consolidation of resources, and human resource management.

However, management strategies and growth factors need to be contextualised.

5. Conclusions

This paper argues that SMEs achieve growth during the financial turbulence
with appropriate strategies to the context. The owner-manager implemented
learning and restructuring strategies to achieve growth in the recession of
2008-2009. The evidence shows that the growth is not only directly dependent
on any one of these single strategies or factors, but it is achieved from multiple
strategies, associated factors and the knock-on effect of the efforts.

The case study firm implemented a learning strategy to achieve growth. The
main way of learning in the senior management level was attained through the
transformation. Other employees were developed through formal training, in-
formal meetings, online learning, and performance evaluation. Another way of
learning was taking place through business advice. Instead of getting generic and
standard advice, the case study firm invested for expert and contextual advice
which obviously helped them grow. Restructuring the organisation was another
strategy used in the case study firm physical resources were upgraded; human
resources were developed; resources were consolidated. By developing the em-
ployees, work efficiency was improved which resulted in the business effec-
tiveness. Beyond these, business networks and like-minded people helped the
company improve marketing procedure, facilitate collaboration with other
organisations and expand the catchment area.

From this empirical research, it is concluded that multiple strategies and
growth-factors made the case study firm grow in the recession of 2008-2009. If
the businesses are prepared to tackle adverse situation by implementing changes
and learning from within the organisation, they grow throughout the operation
including recessions. Even though the findings could not be generalised because
of the nature of the study, the case study firm could implement findings in the
future similar situations. Similarly, other owner-managers could apply the find-
ings by contextualizing to their businesses; business support organisations could

also use the results to understand the context before giving context-specific ad-
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vice.
To confirm the findings and make SMEs successful, further studies are re-
quired including the businesses from different sectors, types, sizes and opera-

tions.
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