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Summary 

Small business creation is a vital factor to any economy, but there is little research done 

on the challenges faced during intermediate stages in the life of a business that may 

prevent the success of an organization. The goal of this investigation is to determine 

what controllable factors inhibit growth within an organization, and how to minimize 

these barriers in order to reach success. The research focus is on small businesses in 

operation for more than four years, since this is the period in which support from 

governmental and private institutions becomes scarce and the organization is forced to 

make decisions; not only to survive, but to promote evolution for the firm. We are 

writing this thesis on commission for SME consultation firm BCM-QMS. 

Initially we collected theories to explore the most detrimental barriers and the strategies 

used most effectively to promote growth. From these theories, we form preconceptions 

which will be used to distinguish and analyze the data we obtain in our primary 

collection. At this point in the investigation, we believe that the main barriers of small 

business growth should include: a lack of strategic planning, entrepreneurial attitude, 

goods development and target market, premature or rapid expansion, and a lack of 

competitive advantage. Strategies for eliminating barriers and strategies for success are 

assumed to thrive once an organization begins to gradually adapt their structure and 

needs with the changing business. We have also used several theories to provide a 

foundation for our research, such as: Michael E. Porter’s Five Forces Strategy, the 

Organizational Life Cycle and Greiner’s Growth Model. In order to receive the most 

appropriate primary data, we have conducted a qualitative study using semi-structured 

interviews with various participants around the world, including: consultation firms, a 

professor, and small business owners. The purpose of this is to gain a wide and credible 

perspective of the situation. 

After our interviews were completed, they were analyzed and compared with the 

theories we found and preconceptions we formed earlier. The responses we have 

collected show that our initial notions can be considered appropriate, but not complete. 

Analysis has proven that according to this investigation, the most threatening barriers of 

small business growth are: a lack of strategic planning, entrepreneurial attitude, 

premature or rapid growth, a lack of proper knowledge, and a lack of available 

resources. Our initial thoughts concerning the operational improvements and overall 

strategies for success of a firm were proven applicable. 

In order to progress this research, we suggest using a larger time frame to investigate 

issues such as Death Valley (as there is a lack of available information) and the barriers 

found in developed economies, as most of the research on these particular challenges 

are done in developing countries. 
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1. Introduction 

This chapter will represent the scientific problem and its background, purpose and for 

whom this study is done for. The reason for choosing this topic will also be mentioned 

in this chapter. 

1.1. Background 
BCM-QMS is a small-medium size enterprise (SME) consultation company established 

in 1994 in Örnsköldsvik, Sweden. BCM-QMS focuses on developing small businesses 

that have survived their first three or four years of operation, but no longer receive 

support from the Swedish government and are facing certain challenges (Dean, 1994). 

We believe that defining the key barriers that small businesses face during this time will 

increase the success rate for SME consultation firms such as BCM-QMS. 

Government and investment firms play a large role in supporting organizations in the 

formation stages; often providing both financial and educational services. In the 

beginning, start-up companies receive government support and external investments to 

help start their business; for example to produce prototypes, write business plans, rent 

facilities, and other activities involved with creating an organization 

(Arbetsförmedlingen, 2010). However, that external support does not guarantee that all 

companies will have long-term success. The reality is quite the opposite. Generally, 

once a business has been established and is able to operate alone, this level of support is 

hard to find. Challenges are particularly harsh for business owners in at this stage of the 

life cycle due to a lack of funding from the public and private sectors. This occurrence 

corresponds specifically to theories such as the Organization Life Cycle Model 

developed by Churchill & Lewis (1982, p. 2) or Greiner’s Growth Model (1972, as cited 

by Morris et al., 2008, pp. 16-17). Suddenly, owners find themselves scrambling to 

survive in a competitive market without any idea as to what they could be doing to 

progress. One solution is to contact a consultation firm with the necessary 

specialization, but that is an extra expense for the firm and therefore is often 

disregarded. This solution can be a difficult concept to grasp since the company may not 

want to start paying for a service that was offered for free in the beginning stages of 

business development. 

Of course, this lack of support is a major challenge, but the ultimate issue is that firms 

are not producing an adequate income. It is important for a business to recognize and 

understand what factors are causing this inadequacy. When asked about challenges to 

running a small business, many owners are unaware of issues that could be preventing 

the future success of their firm. Without proper knowledge about these issues, the 

opportunity for eliminating barriers is low and the failure rate is consequently high. It is 

common to attribute these hardships to socio-political factors (for example, government 

regulations) which are out of the owner’s control, because these are the barriers that are 

most often discussed in society. However, little recognition is given to roadblocks 

created by the company itself, which can be detrimental factors to the outcome of that 

organization. 

After support from the government comes to an end, revenue from smaller firms tends 

to decrease to the point of nonexistence, which places these businesses in a situation 

called ‘Death Valley’ (Dean, 1994, p. 2). The concept of Death Valley, or “the Valley of 

Death” as discussed by Litan & Robb (2012, p. 1), Fujiwara (2008), and also Markham 

et al., (2010), is used to describe the specific challenge of obtaining enough capital and 

knowledge to transition between concept phase of a venture to a prototype. In order to 

promote innovation and job creation, countries (such as Sweden) put great effort and 
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finances into investing in potential businesses and providing education for new 

ventures. When a new business idea is being formed, this initial investment of time and 

money from the government often gives the push needed to establish an organization. 

But free support typically stops once the firm is established and, consequently, that is 

where the concept of Death Valley appears. The Valley of Death is viewed as a 

consequence for government intervening in the innovation process. Additionally, 

studies show that private sector investors are not interested in funding projects that are 

in the “intermediate stage”, which contributes to the reason the Valley of Death exists 

(Ford et al., 2007, p. 4). 

Luckily, failure in Death Valley is not a mandatory fate; not all business will collapse 

during this intermediary stage. However, at some point in the life cycle, firms will 

generally face challenges that threaten operations. We refer to these specific challenges 

as ‘barriers’. Barriers, as defined by D.J. Storey (1994), are “those internal and external 

factors or conditions that constrain growth potential in firms that wish to grow” (as cited 

by Doern, 2009, p. 276). The more barriers an economy has, the more slowly businesses 

develop. In contrast, economies with fewer barriers develop more quickly. This idea 

would suggest that barriers are typically created externally, and are therefore out of the 

firm's control; however, these socio-political barriers are just one aspect of venture 

challenges. Internal barriers are often overlooked when a firm evaluates its 

environment, which can be a major downfall of the organization. In this research, we 

have chosen to focus on identifying barriers that are internally controlled, and from 

which the business owner has responsibility to change. In order to avoid, and/or 

overcome the obstacles of Death Valley, a company needs to accurately identify their 

main barriers. This can be difficult for business owners to do on their own. Sometimes it 

takes an external perspective to recognize the most detrimental obstacles within an 

organization. 

BCM-QMS already has a good initial understanding of the barriers faced by small 

businesses, but would like to have more insight and proof from a scientific sources. 

BCM-QMS states that small firms who are dealing with Death Valley are in need of 

special advice which differs from that typically given to bigger companies. BCM-QMS 

has designed a model called the Strategic Maturity Business Analysis
TM

 (SMBA
TM

) that 

is used specifically to advise small firms through a Death Valley situation, and was 

developed by the company as a result of their own research and experiences. SMBA
TM

 

is a method of analysis that looks at business growth as a ladder; first removing 

“clutter” and chaos within the organization, then implementing a “shake-up” and 

synchronization method. Eventually this process leads to the final goal: developing a 

self-sufficient and mature firm. According to BCM-QMS, this model be applied to all 

industries and is beneficial because it is considered to be efficient in locating and 

eliminating barriers (in comparison to methods typically used by other specialized 

consulting firms). 

This issue of Death Valley has been widely researched for developing economies, but 

the topic of transitional barriers in developed countries has only recently gained 

attention. (Liten & Robb, 2012, pp. 1-4) The increasing relevance of this issue was one 

of the main reasons we chose to investigate this particular topic. Additionally, this 

subject was particularly interesting for us (the authors) due to its significance within the 

fields of management and entrepreneurship in the business administration area.  

The final investigation will be handed to BCM-QMS and used by the company 

separately to determine the validity of the SMBA
TM

 model and any other consultation 

methods used.  The SMBA
TM

 model was developed by BCM-QMS through their own 



3 

research and the company would like to confirm their results. However, the conclusions 

gained from this study are not confined to the needs of BCM-QMS; they also pertain to 

the fields of business administration and entrepreneurship in general. This chosen field 

of study is broad, and we are aware that our investigation will not answer all potential 

questions. However, a more general goal for this thesis is to provide insight to the 

academic field of entrepreneurship and management, since not much research has been 

conducted in the area of Death Valley. We believe that this thesis can be a preliminary 

insight for further studies on the Death Valley phenomenon in developed countries. 

Additionally, a more practical use for this thesis would be to assist small business 

owners in recognizing key challenges. 

1.2. Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to investigate how small businesses can overcome the 

challenges of Death Valley.  

Since research on the consequences of Death Valley within a developed economy is still 

limited, our goal is to determine whether the theories we have found present any 

credibility within the SME segment represented by a handful of companies in this 

thesis. The study will also give an insight to the problems faced in the field of 

entrepreneurship and management. Hopefully our investigation will inspire an interest 

for future research in this area. Furthermore, the results of this thesis should be a 

suitable guideline for small business owners. Following completion, this study will be 

handed in to BCM-QMS to provide a more scientific understanding of the challenges 

their target clientele face. 

1.3. Problem Statement 
The aim of our investigation is to discover the barriers that smaller firms face and most 

importantly, how to best eliminate the impact of these obstacles. For the purpose of this 

evaluation, we have chosen to not include barriers controlled by socio-economic factors, 

and instead focused on barriers in which business owners have direct control or 

responsibility. 

In order to properly investigate our main research objective, we find it valuable to 

divide our topic into two research questions: 

● What are the root causes for minimal growth in small businesses that have been 

in operation for more than 4 years? 

● How can small businesses improve in a way that removes the impact of barriers? 

1.4. Delimitations  
We are writing on commission for a company based in Sweden, but we expect the study 

to be applicable in other countries. This will help to distinguish the main barriers of a 

small firm in developed countries. Although we believe that the information interpreted 

from this investigation can be assumed for most situations, there may be locations in 

which this study is not applicable. For instance, this thesis focuses on the activities of 

small businesses rather than the activities of consulting firms. 

In order to find insightful answers for our study, we have conducted various interviews 

with companies located abroad and in Sweden. Interviews taken with consulting firms 

were used to create an external perspective on the activities of small businesses as well 

as to collect indirect information on the possible barriers. This thesis has been 

conducted from both the entrepreneurial and managerial perspective on firms in order to 

get a broad and unbiased conclusion on the subject. 
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We have used several theories to provide a foundation for our research. Michael E. 

Porter’s Five Forces Strategy, for instance, discusses how a company can gain 

competitive advantage with the development of a strategic business plan. The 

Organizational Life Cycle models visualize the many stages a firm could possibly face 

during its time of existence. While Greiner’s Growth Model provides an explanation of 

the growth obstacles an organization faces over its life-cycle.  

1.5. Expressions 
In order to be consistent in our investigation, it is necessary to define key concepts. This 

will ensure that our perception of the information as investigators is equivalent to the 

view of the reader. We will explain and define the main expressions used in our 

investigation in the sections below. 

1.5.1. Business Size 

In this thesis, when the expression 'small business' is used, we refer specifically to 

companies that have 0 to 50 employees as defined by the European Commission for the 

Commission Recommendation 2003/361/EC. Additionally, a middle-sized business 

implies up to 250 employees, while big or large companies are those who are above 

250. 

1.5.2. Strategic Maturity Business AnalysisTM (SMBATM) 

SMBA
TM

 was developed by Myles Dean, owner of BCM-QMS and commissioner of 

this study. This method of analysis is used to remove barriers and promote growth for 

small businesses who have survived the initial start-up phase of entrepreneurship and 

who are ready for their firm to evolve.  

1.5.3. Barriers 

Barriers, as defined by Storey (1994), are “those internal and external factors or 

conditions that constrain growth potential in firms that wish to grow” (as cited by 

Doern, 2009, p. 276). In this research, we have chosen to focus on identifying barriers 

that are internally controlled; those that the business owner has a responsibility to 

change. 

1.5.4. Death Valley/ Valley of Death 

Death Valley is a term that refers to the situation a company faces after establishment. 

In this situation, a firm’s progression through the life-cycle comes to a halt and their 

revenue simultaneously decreases (Fujiwara, 2008, p.1); (Ford et. al., 2007, pp. 11-14); 

(Liten & Robb, 2012, p. 1). This investigation will never use the term “Death Valley” or 

“Valley of Death” in regards to Death Valley, California unless stated specifically 

otherwise. 
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2. Methodology  

In this chapter we explain how our research was conducted and why it was done in this 

specific way. This part of the thesis also explains what scientific approaches was 

implemented and why.  

Our study was completed in both the fields of entrepreneurship and management, and 

was found on the Umeå University web page. First, we will explain why this subject 

was chosen, and then we will present the scientific philosophy of the study, where both 

epistemology and ontology will be discussed. For the underlying epistemology, we 

chose to use ‘interpretivism’ based on our view of reality and ‘constructivism’ for the 

ontology. Our thesis was conducted through an inductive research approach (these 

concepts and their relativity will be explained later in this chapter). The following 

chapter will then present an overview of our selected theories along with a source 

criticism and some ethical considerations. 

2.1. Choice of Subject and Pre-understanding 
As mentioned earlier, the study was done on commission with BSM-QMS. The main 

task was to investigate what kind of barriers, small established companies in developed 

countries, faced after four year in business and how they survived or avoided the Valley 

of Death. We would also add that BSM-QMS’ request for this thesis was found on the 

Umea University web page in a database. The decision to accept this request was purely 

the choice of the two writers (ourselves), who chose to accept due to our interest in 

entrepreneurship. Based on the purpose and problem statement, the field of study was 

business administration; namely entrepreneurship and management and we used 

theories from these fields as our theoretical foundation. To go more in depth, we 

decided to use a qualitative study with an inductive approach. Since we, as academics, 

are used to analyzing the problem (and in consideration to the purpose of the request), 

we chose to conduct this investigation with interpretivism as underlying epistemology 

and constructivism as the ontology approach. 

Both writers have some previous knowledge in the field of the study (entrepreneurship 

and management), starting from various courses in business in high school and 

continuing with more advanced university courses in the field. Also, our own private 

lives and work experiences were taken into consideration for the choice of our thesis 

subject. Besides the university courses, both writers have grown up with parents who 

are owners of small businesses, which also contributed to interest of the subject. 

Additionally, we are both genuinely interested in entrepreneurship and have considered 

starting our own ventures sometime in the future. Therefore, not only would we gain 

academic experience, the opportunity to write on commission was interesting because 

we would get to see the results of our study implemented in a real life situation. 

We realize that our previous experience in this field may possibly affect this thesis but 

we also think the chance of that is low. We have been as objective as possible while 

conducting the interviews to avoid guiding our participants towards a particular 

response (which would affect the credibility of our results). Additionally, we both 

scrutinized discussed the interviews (along with our notes) during the analysis process 

to confirm we had understood everything correctly. When analyzing the responses, we 

will interpret the reality of the situation along with what has actually been said by the 

participant. We also assume that the outcome of the thesis cannot be misled by our 

interpretations, as it is our goal to define the barriers (i.e. we are impartial to what kind 

of barriers it would be). 
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2.2. Scientific Philosophy 
The research question and exploratory philosophy forms the foundation of our study and 

helped to decide which research approach to use. There are two very different scientific 

interpretations of reality acknowledged when conducting a study (Bryman & Bell, 2007, 

pp. 15-23). First of all, epistemology is a study of knowledge; what is known and what 

we regard as an accepted knowledge (Saunders et. al., 2012, pp. 132-134). Bryman & 

Bell (2007, p. 410) and also Pinch (1998, p. 3) state that a study can be done with either 

a positivism or interpretivism approach. 

Positivism examines a phenomenon usually used in a quantitative study (Crossan, 2005, 

p. 48). The goal of this approach is to explain the relationship between different 

variables (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 410). A quantitative study is done by collecting key 

data then analyzing it statistically in order to determine whether the hypothesis of the 

investigation is true or false. The results of research conducted with the positivist 

approach are taken solely from the primary data collection, without regards to public 

discussion (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 410). The outcome is presented in a numerical 

form, with the focus on statistical testing (Pinch, 1998, p. 3). Additionally, the data 

collection method follows a strict structure and follow-up questions are not used. 

On this basis, we wanted to study this subject in depth. Furthermore, we understood 

from previous experience that a qualitative approach would be the most efficient 

method for our purpose; especially considering our decision to use an interpretivist 

approach. Using this approach will allow us to consider the outlook of various entities 

in regards to the type and depth of answers they provide. Therefore, we have decided to 

reject the positivist approach; the characteristics do not benefit the purpose and outcome 

of our research. Furthermore, we argue that it is impossible to stay completely objective 

in this investigation because the nature of our research question requires that we gather 

and analyze individual perceptions of reality. 

The interpretivism approach is different from positivism because it strives to explore 

and describe the information; additionally, it is typically used in a qualitative study. Ali 

& Birley (1999, pp. 103-104), Saunders et al., (2012, p. 137), and Neuman (2000, p. 23) 

all agree that the goal of a qualitative study is not to collect a large amount of data, but 

instead to investigate a particular problem in depth; to analyze and describe why the 

outcome of a study turned out a specific way instead of just checking if the hypothesis 

was true or untrue (Crossan, 2005, p. 52). During this type of study, a less structured 

design and more general questions are typically used for data collection and the 

investigation in general (Neuman, 2000, p. 23). 

The interpretivism approach was accepted and applied to this study since it coincides 

better with how we perceive reality and was considered to be more suitable; we would 

now be able to study the subject in depth. However, if we were just investigating the 

initial concept of SMBA
TM

 and what results it would produce, then we would use the 

positivists approach. Since we are more concerned with the question about how 

ventures succeed after surpassing the Valley of Death and the barriers faced, an 

interpretivism consideration is more appropriate, especially for the field of 

entrepreneurship. This is because we needed to analyze our collected interview 

responses in order to explore the field of study. 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 93) has commented that ‘critical theory’ is an additional, lesser 

known approach that can be used in a research study. This critical theory approach 

focuses mainly on criticism, and since we are not going to criticize the outcome or 

results of this study, we can reject this approach from the start of our investigation. 
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How we understand and see reality is a study of ontology. Vlismas & Venieris (2011, p. 

81) and also Saunders et al., (2012, pp. 130-131) say that ontology is a study that 

describes nature of being and its reality; how it works. This study goes back to Aristotle 

and Thales, who were believed to be the first ontologists. There are two main different 

assumptions: objectivism and constructionism, which both hold separate views on how 

nature and the universe should be perceived and explained (Vlismas & Venieris, 2011, 

p. 81).  

First we examined the objectivist view point, where it is assumed that nature, society, 

and surrounding environment does not affect people’s decisions and, therefore, the 

outcome of the study. Saunders et al., (2012, p. 131) states that this research viewpoint 

usually is implemented in a quantitative study, where no description and explanation of 

the outcome is necessary. We argue that people’s decisions do affect reality and its 

outcome, especially in the subject we study. Since our task is to explore and explain, the 

objectivist viewpoint was not an appropriate choice.  

The constructionism viewpoint, in other hand, is the opposite assumption of objective 

approach. A researcher with this interpretation wants to explain and explore society, 

locations, culture, etc. Constructionists assume that social factors play a major role in an 

individual's decisions and, of course, the outcome of a study (Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp. 

20-22). That coincides better with our view of society and reality, which is why we 

decided that constructionism was a more suitable choice. The constructionism view 

perceives the organization as malleable (rules, regulations, and methods are developed 

based on the needs of the owner and employees) instead of objectivism, which implies 

that an organization is stabilized and the owner and employees must adapt to its nature 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 21). As mentioned previously, it is almost impossible to 

remain objective while in contact with research participants since we must later analyze 

and explain their answers; it is our intention to explore and describe the collected 

information, and not just state the result of the thesis. 

The main goal of our research question was not to prove a hypothesis, but rather to 

explore information regarding this subject; especially since there is currently a lack of 

research conducted on this issue. This exploration was done through an analysis of 

primary data and a collection of interviews that focused on the exploration of the main 

barriers a company faces during their life-cycle. Based on the purpose of the research, it 

was more appropriate to conduct an exploratory study since the aim is to gain more 

knowledge and to define ideas that are already known. This is in order to gather the 

knowledge and suggestions that individuals working in these fields have experienced. 

An exploratory study also will help commissioner Myles Dean to collect more in depth 

information to support and help develop the SMBA
TM

 strategy. For these reasons, the 

exploratory study was chosen for the thesis as opposed to, for example, a descriptive 

research (which focuses just on a description of the study). The main focus of 

exploratory research is to collect the relevant information from participants and later 

formulate the thesis hypothesis or outline (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 171). 

It was considered beneficial for this study to make interviews with particular targets 

because it would give more insight on our subject. We have decided to conduct semi-

structured interviews with participants so that their responses would not be limited and 

the writers could ask follow-up questions if need be. 

2.3. Research Approach 
The decision of whether a deductive or inductive approach is applied typically depends 

on the type of study conducted. As previously stated, we will be carrying out a 
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qualitative study and have decided to implement an inductive approach for our thesis. In 

special cases, a deductive approach could potentially be used with qualitative study as 

well. However, we believe that using a deductive approach would prevent us from 

obtaining the results needed for our research purpose.  

If an investigation is done through a positivist approach as a quantitative study, then the 

deductive method tends to be used. Alternatively, if the research is done through an 

interpretivism approach as a qualitative study, the inductive theory is often implemented 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp. 11-13). 

Ali & Birley (1999, pp. 103-104) state that the deductive method begins with the 

formulation of a hypothesis and a theory, which is then tested throughout the entire 

investigation. The mission of deductive theory is to determine whether or not to accept 

(or reject) that hypothesis. This method of conducting research may be precise (since 

the writers must clearly identify if the hypothesis is true or not), but it overlooks 

important factors (for instance, if there are additional aspects affecting the outcome). 

These important factors are more likely to be discovered when the data collection is 

more flexible and unstructured. Deductive theory cannot describe why the results of a 

study turned out in a specific way, it can only show whether or not it supports a theory. 

To compare, the inductive theory does not have a specific structure and uses various 

techniques. First, it allows for the writers to decode and describe the collected 

information, then to make assumptions; drawing conclusions from the theories, data 

collection and research after the investigation is completed. The focus is on the opinions 

and a reflection of primary data collection respondents. The research begins with an 

observation of both the theoretical and primary data, and later moves towards an 

analysis and generalization of the findings and theories (Ali & Birley, 1999, p. 104). 

The deductive approach is usually used in quantitative studies while inductive is used in 

qualitative (Saunders et. al., 2012, pp. 143-146). In other words, if the research is done 

in a deductive way, it will go from building a theory to finding information and 

eventually testing (through calculations and statistics) if the results gathered can support 

the hypothesis. Alternatively, the inductive approach first focuses on researching and 

observing a particular concept or phenomenon, and then analyzing it to build or find a 

theory to explain the specific outcome. 

As stated above, the inductive theory assumed to be more suitable for this thesis, though 

we provide our initial barrier theories; an action that could possibly be viewed as a tool 

for deductive research. However, these notions were gathered so that we could 

distinguish the responses given by our research participants during our analysis, and 

should not be considered as a hypothesis to be tested. Therefore we argue that our usage 

of the barrier theories should not be categorized under a deductive approach. Deductive 

theory would not favor the investigating question as it constrains the ability to observe 

(and later explain) the data. Inductive studies focus on observation first and then later 

come to a conclusion. For this thesis, we first needed to develop a theoretical framework 

based on theories that had already been discovered and tested. Then we observed and 

interviewed our participants. This would show if our findings had generated something 

new or had simply stated the obvious. In order to determine this, we decided to collect 

data by conducting interviews using a qualitative study approach. 

2.4. Selection of Theory 
After stating the research question, purpose of the study, and in what field this study 

will be done, it was time to search for relevant theories. We used our previous academic 

knowledge and also searched through various databases for articles that would be 
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relevant and could help us understand the subject. The theories we finally selected were 

chosen from fields such as entrepreneurship and management. Theories such as the 

Organizational Life Cycle models and Greiner’s Growth Model were used to provide a 

more in-depth understanding of the different stages a firm navigates. Michael E. 

Porter’s Five Force Strategy was also included, and shows how strategic planning can 

determine the competitive advantage and eventual profitability of a firm. Before the 

final choice was made, we discussed different organizational and growth models but 

ultimately decided to go with those that are considered to be fundamental, since many 

others we encountered were actually inspired by the Organizational Life Cycle and 

Greiner’s Growth Model. We found theories relating to specific business activities such 

as ‘the importance of social capital’ or leadership style, but believed while these factors 

may be applicable, they do not qualify as key barriers to small business growth. We also 

considered including the SWOT Analysis and Total Quality Management (TQM) but 

rejected them in the end. We excluded the SWOT Analysis because even though it is a 

useful analysis, it is a common tool and we feel that it would not add any value to our 

thesis. Additionally, we excluded the TQM model because further investigation 

suggested that this model is more appropriate for larger organizations. 

After reviewing these articles, we discovered barriers that were suggested to be more 

detrimental than others. These were added to our theoretical framework. We believe that 

recognizing and understanding these suggested barriers would help us better explain the 

responses gathered from our participants later on. 

Almost all of the articles and theories that we have read and implemented in this thesis 

are peer-review articles. Any articles that were questionable were compared to trusted, 

peer-reviewed sources to determine credibility. 

2.5. Source Criticism 
The academic articles used in this thesis are downloaded through Umeå University’s 

access to databases such as EBSCO and Emerald. These academic articles are 

considered credible because they have been examined thoroughly by the author’s peers 

and colleagues. Additionally, we have used Google Scholar as a search engine to find 

academic articles in other databases, which have also gone through similar processes to 

be considered a credible source. 

Since most of our articles have been updated or are from the year 2000 or later, we 

consider them to be reliable. Articles that have been written before 2000 refer to the 

foundation of theories in our thesis, and therefore are still applicable. We have checked 

the more recent, related versions of these articles and have found that the information is 

the same. Additionally, the more recent versions cite the older, original articles, which 

is why we preferred to use the original. 

We used keywords such as: “small business growth”, “Death Valley”, “Valley of 

Death”, “entrepreneurship”, “business barriers” and “management strategies” during our 

search for theories. 

We used several methodological and academic books from various years. We believe 

that the use of more than one methodology book gave more truthfulness and relativity to 

our thesis. We consider these academic sources to be reliable after comparing their text 

to external articles and finding they both discuss similar topics and issues. Our 

interviews are considered reliable as well, and have been conducted according to ethical 

considerations and the advice of methodology books. We conducted ethical interviews, 

for example, by avoiding bias or leading our participants to give a specific answer. 

Additionally, we began our interviews by asking our participants if they would allow us 
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to record their responses for our own notes and acknowledged that their participation 

would be kept anonymous. 

2.6. Ethical Considerations 
We made ourselves available to interviews at all times of the day and through various 

methods of communication, since we had participants from different countries. This 

gave us and the potential participants more time flexibility since we were receiving 

interviews from all over the world. We treated our participants with respect, and were 

honest about the purpose of our thesis. Before the interview began, we took the time to 

explain the topic(s) of our interview and gave the participants the choice to participate 

or not. Additionally, all of our interviews were made anonymous to ensure their 

responses were not suppressed. 

Other ethical aspects were taken into consideration. For instance, we have referenced all 

the external sources used in our thesis in order to avoid plagiarism. This makes our 

thesis more truthful, and provides the reader with a reference list if they would like to 

read the sources themselves. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter we will present the foundation for our investigation; theories that we 

consider are the most relevant to our research question, as well as a collection of 

suggestions on the most prominent barriers and elimination strategies for small to 

medium sized businesses. 

First we will start with the three major theories for this thesis and later will narrow it 

down and present more precise theories for each barrier. We discovered many theories 

throughout our search, but only a handful were deemed suitable for our research 

purpose. We rejected theories that did not relate to small, established businesses, or 

perhaps focused on a specific aspect of small business activity (such as leadership style 

or innovation level) since we needed an overall understanding of business processes. As 

mentioned earlier, in order to gain more information and find appropriate theories for 

the research question, various investigations were done and finally Porter’s Five 

Forces, the Organizational Life Cycle Model and Greiner’s Growth Model were 

selected. We believe that these fundamental theories will help us understand the 

information we collect from our primary data, and also help to identify and explain the 

main causes of barriers in a small business. Finally, we hope that these theories will 

help to dissect our responses in order to develop a concise conclusion. 

3.1. Porter’s Five Forces and the Fatal Visions 
Researcher Michael E. Porter’s Five Force strategy explains how a company can obtain 

competitive advantage before their competitors. The forces that Porter has constructed 

include (in no particular order): the bargaining power of suppliers, the bargaining power 

of buyers, the degree of competition between current rivals, the threat of entry, and the 

threat of substitute products (Porter, 2008, pp. 80-86); (Speed, 1989, p. 8). According to 

Porter, the most suitable arrangement and utilization of these forces depends on each 

industry individually, and a company should carefully consider which force(s) can 

produce the strongest overall value, then focus on that strategy specifically (Porter, 

2008, p. 80). The benefits of understanding these competitive forces is so extreme that 

Porter claims the ability to grasp these concepts and their root causes will allow 

business leaders to recognize the reasons for the current economic state of their firm, as 

well as the likely relationship they will have with competitors in the future (Porter, 

2008, p. 80). Even though the importance of a force depends on the nature of an 

industry, we have provided a brief and general explanation for each of the five 

competitive forces below (Porter, 2008, pp. 80-86): 

● Threat of Entry: The threat of entry stems from new ventures as well as 

established firms from different markets who have decided to expand. A 

company that is already present in an industry fears a high threat of entry 

because new entrants put pressure on the industry’s profitability. A lower threat 

means incumbents don’t need to battle incomers for market share. 

● The Bargaining Power of Suppliers: When a supplier becomes too powerful, 

they are able to gather more value from their clients through actions such as: 

increasing sale prices, limiting products or services, or controlling the buying 

process. This is bad for businesses that are unable to adapt (i.e. raising their own 

product selling price) and have no other supplier options. A supplier is 

considered powerful if they: are more concentrated than their buying industry, 

don’t depend on a single industry for revenue, require large non-transferrable 

investments, offer differentiated products/services, have no competitors or 

substitutes, or they have the ability to alter the market. 
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● The Bargaining Power of Buyers: Alternatively, buyers have the ability to 

control the industry as well. This is possible when these buyers have negotiating 

power over the industry; playing competitors against each other in order to 

decrease sale prices and increase value. Industries considered to have powerful 

buyers are characterized by: having few buyers or buyers that purchase in large 

quantities, having standardized products/services, requiring minimal investments 

or switching costs, or by producing a product/service that buyers can easily 

replicate. 

● Threat of Substitutes: This concept refers to when a product/service can be used 

in place of another. For example, restaurants are a substitute for cooking. The 

industry faces trouble once the substitute becomes a more valuable option. 

● Rivalry Among Existing Competitors: Since having competitors within an 

industry is normal, the threat lies in the degree of this rivalry (specifically the 

intensity and the basis). 
 

 

Figure 1: Porter’s Five Forces (Porter, 2008, p. 80) 

Businesses who take time to develop an initial plan can use the five force model to 

develop strategies for success and profitability. Porter (2008, p. 78) explains: 

“Awareness of the five forces can help a company understand the structure of its 

industry and stakeout position that is more profitable and less vulnerable to attack”. 

Furthermore, businesses who understand the importance of the strategic planning 

process are often able to avoid certain mistakes or “flaws” as described by Porter. The 

specific flaws that should be avoided when developing a strategic business plan and the 

fatal visions are presented below (Porter, as cited by Kuratko, 2009, p. 422): 

● Fatal Vision #1: Misunderstanding Industry Attractiveness: Often small firms 

will enter into a market that seems attractive because of fast growth or perhaps a 

certain reputation (i.e. glamorous). Many entrepreneurs do not realize that 

attractive markets present higher entry barriers. 

● Fatal Vision #2: No Real Competitive Advantage: New ventures must be take 

risks to be unique or innovative instead of copying another successful firm. 

● Fatal Vision #3: Pursuing an Unattainable Competitive Position: 

Entrepreneurs should be realistic about their initial position within a market. It 

can be detrimental for a firm to take an aggressive, dominant position when they 
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do not possess the necessary operations to sustain once they reach a point of 

success. 

● Fatal Vision #4: Compromising Strategy for Growth: While fast growth may 

seem attractive to a business owner, problems can arise. It is important for a 

company’s strategic plan to grow with the business to ensure sustainability.  

● Fatal Vision #5: Failure to Explicitly Communicate the Venture’s Strategies 

to Employees: The business owner should never assume that their employees 

know the company’s strategy. This must be explained thoroughly to ensure that 

all employees understand completely. 

3.2. The Organizational Life Cycle 
The business life cycle is a theory with a number of different models. Typically, these 

models have five stages, though others may use more. Nevertheless, they all seem to 

cover the same basic principles; describing the various stages a company encounters 

during their time of existence. Furthermore, these models are appropriate for all 

organizations, regardless of their industry. For instance, the second stage (coined 

‘survival’) of the organizational life cycle developed by Churchill & Lewis (1983, p. 2) 

suites all organizations, but is more appropriate for smaller, established firms (Lester et 

al., 2003, p. 340). This ‘survival’ stage often occurs when established companies hit 

their first barriers and begin the journey through Death Valley. Additionally, various 

research has proven that, in early stages of business development, managers often feel 

that barriers develop externally and disregard internal challenges. Consequently, the 

negative effects of these unresolved internal challenges multiply; causing a future crisis 

(Lester et al., 2003, p. 340). 

Lester (2003, p. 340) states: “Life cycle is more of a collective interpretation of the 

organization’s environment based on an assessment by top management”. When 

looking at the process of small business development, it is apparent that there are 

common problems faced at similar phases. Churchill & Lewis (1983, p. 2) and Greiner 

(1972) have developed similar  business models that help the public understand an 

organization and its timeline, as well as increase our understanding of business 

fundamentals and issues (Lester et. al., 2003, pp. 340-341). First we focus on the Five 

Stage Life Cycle model of Churchill & Lewis (1983, p. 2). Afterwards we will discuss 

Greiner’s (1972) growth model.  

This model is useful in small ventures for aiding and assessing current challenges, 

anticipating key requirements, evaluating the impact of current or possible 

governmental regulations and policies, or helping accountants or consultants to 

diagnose problems and uncover their solutions (Churchill & Lewis, 1983, p. 2). This 

theory, according to Lester et al. (2003, p. 340) and Churchill & Lewis (1983, p. 2), 

views the size, diversity and complexity of an organization as factors of growth in five 

stages: 

 Stage 1: Existence: The firm is focused on obtaining customers and delivering 

the products/services sold. Systems and structures are simple, if existent, and the 

owner does everything. If the company is able to stabilize and remain in-

business will continue to Stage 2. Those who fail will go bankrupt, sell the firm 

for asset value, or will become overwhelmed and quit. 

 Stage 2: Survival: Businesses in the survival stage have proven that they have a 

sufficient customer base and stable product or service line. They sustain a simple 

organizational structure and focus is shifted towards the relationship between 

revenues and expenses. Many firms remain at this stage for some time, but it 
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requires a constant struggle from the business owner. In order to mature, the 

organization must grow in size and profitability. 

 Stage 3: Success/Maturity: Now the firm owners must decide whether to 

expand or stabilize once the venture becomes profitable. Therefore this stage is 

divided into two sub-stages: 

o Sub-stage 3-G: Success-Growth: Owner uses the company as a platform 

for growth. The focus of this sub-stage is to ensure the company remains 

profitable so that it’s expenses will not exceed the revenue; 

o Sub-stage 3-D: Success-Disengagement: Owner uses the company as 

support while detaching 

 Stage 4: Take-off/Renewal: The key issues during this stage are promoting and 

financing rapid growth within an organization. Focus should be on how 

responsibility is delegated to achieve maximum effectiveness and ensuring the 

amount of revenue available to satisfy increasing demands. This stage is pivotal 

in determining the subsequent direction of the firm. 

 Stage 5: Resource Maturity/Decline: The business must have developed a 

method of reaching financial goals created by rapid growth while simultaneously 

maintaining the advantages of managing a small sized firm (such as quick 

response time and a culture of innovation). Those firms who attempt to proceed 

without the ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ face an optional sixth stage of ossification; or 

an organization that grows but lacks innovation and avoids risks, until there is a 

major change in the environment. 

Unfortunately, due to the many variables needed to run a firm, it is common that a 

business may, in fact, be at multiple stages depending on circumstances. This can cause 

unbalance within the organization and it is the responsibility of the owner to stabilize on 

a single stage in order to continue the business life cycle. 

3.3. Greiner’s Growth Model 
The idea of the evolutionary process is a concept attempting to explain the life-cycle of 

an organization and how it grows and matures over time; basically what crises can arise 

from growth (Greiner, 1972, as cited by Morris et al., 2008, pp. 16-17). Greiner (1972) 

has outlined specific stages a firm travels through from which they evolve. This theory 

should be viewed as an addition to the previously discussed organizational life-cycle 

theory, since it aims to explain the reasoning behind why a business may advance (or 

remain) at a particular stage in the life-cycle. Each stage contains “crisis point” or a 

turning point and how the company reacts to this crisis ultimately determines whether or 

not the company is able to proceed to the next evolutionary stage in the business life-

cycle (Greiner, 1972, as cited by Morris et al., 2008, pp. 16-17): 

1. Start-up and Early Growth/Creativity: A highly creative stage that describes the 

formation of an organization until its initial penetration of the market. During 

this period, the company runs in an informal manner, with no distinctly defined 

employee roles. Towards the end of this stage a crisis occurs due to lack of 

professionalized management and formal structure. 

2. Growth through Direction: Here the firm develops a direction with formalized 

systems and structures controlled by a professional management team. 

Eventually the organization will grow into the need for autonomy for lower-

level managers and employees. The crisis emerges when top-level managers are 

unable to give up previous responsibilities and control. 

3. Growth through Delegation: At this point the lower-level managers and 

employees are more self-governed; goals are presented and there is freedom as 
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long as these are completed satisfactorily. This allows top-level management the 

ability to develop organizational strategies. Growth occurs, but the next crisis 

arrives when these senior managers feel that they are losing control over their 

subordinates and their activities. Strategic directions become inconsistent and 

communication begins to struggle. 

4. Growth through Coordination: In response to the inconsistencies between 

departments, the company heads begin to centralize operations. Eventually this 

leads to the concept of “red tape”, meaning that bureaucracy will develop and 

complex procedures are prioritized over solving issues which ultimately inhibits 

innovation. 

5. Growth through Collaboration: In order to reach this level, the entire firm must 

be reinvented with a simplified structure. Companies often find it difficult to 

decrease bureaucracy in order to promote innovation; therefore not many will 

make it to this stage of transformation. 

 

Figure 2: Greiner’s Growth Model 

3.4. Barriers Model Theories 
In addition to the basic theories discussed, we have chosen to identify the most 

important barriers to small business growth and some methods of improvement as 

suggested by credible researchers and authors. Through an extensive search and reading 

of various articles, we collected the barriers that were most commonly stated and/or had 

credible arguments for their importance in the success of a business. We argue that it is 

important to include these suggestions so that we can determine if our results enhance 

the purpose of this study. We can assume that our participants will provide us with an 

ambiguous perspective of their business obstacles; therefore we can use the description 

of these suggested barriers to distinguish the core of their obstacles. Having this 

understanding of the potential barriers beforehand will allow us to categorize the 

responses of our participants during our analysis. Therefore, the final identification of 

barriers and their improvement strategies will take these categories into consideration 

with the hope of helping a wider audience instead of one specific firm. 

If a barrier mentioned below is also described by several of our research participants, 

we can then assume that the barrier is important to our study. However, if a barrier 

presented below is not mentioned by our participants, we can assume that is not relevant 

•Crisis from lack of professionalized 
management and formal structure 

Start-up and Early 
Growth 

•Crisis when top-managers are unable to 
relinquish control and responsibility 

Growth through 
Direction 

•Crisis occurs when top-managers feel that 
they are losing control 

Growth through 
Delegation 

•Crisis once complex procedures are 
prioritized over problem-solving and 
innovation 

Growth through 
Coordination 

•This stage is possible once the entire firm is 
restructed for simplicity 

Growth through 
Collaboration 
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for this thesis. Additionally, if our participants provide us with a new additional barrier 

(not mentioned below), we will take its relevance into consideration. Basically we will 

use these suggestions as a tool to check the responses, since we are looking for the most 

prominent barriers and solutions. 

3.4.1. Barriers  

There are countless reasons behind the stagnate growth of a venture. Though after 

collecting theoretical data, we have identified a handful that we believe can be 

controlled directly by business owners. When an entrepreneur is able to correctly 

identify and eliminate these barriers, not only do they strengthen the firm, they 

simultaneously promote successful change. A majority of the barriers we have identified 

as root causes relate initially to the beginning stages of the business life-cycle 

(specifically in stage one of Greiner’s Growth Model “start-up and early 

growth/creativity”) since this is the phase in which businesses establish their most 

important facets. However, we feel that all of these barriers must be revisited and 

updated throughout the business’ life-cycle to maintain effectiveness. 

Lack of Strategic Planning 

The idea behind this barrier includes an initial business plan, the subsequent strategic 

plan and the creation process involved with each. Typically a business plan is created 

during the formation of a new firm, with the purpose of guiding the venture through its 

evolutionary life cycle. Measure (2012) states that this plan allows for the firm to 

organize and prepare itself for unforeseen circumstances, allocating resources, eventual 

growth or expansion, management strategies and effective promotion techniques. For a 

strategic evolutionary plan, businesses who take the time to re-evaluate their initial plan 

and adapt it to their current environment significantly outperform those who don’t. 

Alternatively, those who chose to ignore the importance of adapting the strategic plan 

are increasingly more likely to fail as a venture (Kuratko, 2009, pp. 421-422). In 

addition to creating a suitable plan, the process in which the plan is developed should 

not be underrated. The planning process allows for the business owner to recognize 

potential mistakes that may otherwise go unnoticed (Kuratko, 2009. pp. 421-422). This 

barrier relates to the first stage of Greiner’s Growth model: “start-up and early 

growth/creativity”, but must be maintained throughout the life-cycle in order to be most 

effective (1972, as cited by Morris et al., 2008, pp. 16-17). 

Entrepreneurial Attitude 

All entrepreneurs are managers; however, not all managers are entrepreneurs. Wickham 

(2006, p. 15), recognizes that "entrepreneurship is a style of management aimed at 

pursuing opportunity and driving change". Having an entrepreneurial attitude means 

promoting innovation and taking risks, but at the same time knowing when to maintain 

consistency and minimize risks in order to reach organizational objectives. 

Entrepreneurs distinguish themselves from conventional business managers in their 

motivational, power, and leadership strategies; which are consequently considered the 

dynamics of entrepreneurial control (Wickham, 2006, pp. 17-19). While it is difficult to 

externally categorize a management style as entrepreneurial or conventional, there are 

three characteristics that directly apply to entrepreneurial ventures that promote a 

successful organization: innovation, potential for growth, and strategic objectives 

(Wickham, 2006, pp. 39-42). Having an entrepreneurial attitude does not mean business 

leaders should only sell innovative goods or services, but refers to the filter through 

which decisions should be viewed. This barrier relates to the “growth through 
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collaboration”, or fifth stage of Greiner’s Growth Model (1972, as cited by Morris et al., 

2008, pp. 16-17). 

Goods Development and Target Market 

There is an on-going correlation between the way a product or service is developed and 

the market in which is it promoted. Company goods should be in constant development 

in order to maintain consistent growth, while simultaneously maintaining the right 

positioning for the chosen target segment. This development can take the form of 

steadily upgrading company goods, or the act of expanding a product or service line. 

The issue faced by many young companies is how to focus on both developing a good 

and locating the correct target market. In order to reach maximum success with that it 

must be implemented throughout the entire organization (McTavish, 1993, p. 15). 

Premature or Rapid Expansion  

Premature or rapid expansion refers to a point in the life of a business when there is a 

surplus of demand while the firm is not fully-equipped to handle the increased 

operations. At this point, very few business owners are willing to turn down the 

possibility for success. If a change to the organization is not eventually made, the 

business leaders will become overwhelmed and will not be able to continue working at 

such a high level. Barber et al., (1989, p. 17) states that “Some of the most difficult 

problems facing the growing firm will relate to its management needs. The monitoring, 

coordination and control of the activities in a growing firm will require the utilization of 

increasing amount of information, placing an increasing burden on management”. 

During a period of rapid expansion a company may briefly appear to be performing 

admirably, however this will not last. If the company does not develop and grow with 

the expansion, it can be a disadvantage in later years. As a company develops, it may 

need reorganization; a new business plan to help launch from the “start-up” phase and 

enter the next stage of the firm. During this time, it may be necessary to hire new, 

professional employees and find innovative ways to delegate or automate tasks (Dobbs 

& Hamilton, 2007, pp. 297-299). This barrier may occur at any stage in the business 

life-cycle. 

Lacking Competitive Advantage 

A firm can secure a stable position within the market if they are able to consistently 

provide goods that are different from what the market currently provides and valuable 

enough for customers to pay for (Wickham, 2006, p. 494). Customers need to have a 

specific reason for spending their money with one company as opposed to another. 

However, in order to achieve a stable market position, it is both the company and the 

goods they are selling that should hold the competitive advantage. Very often a firm 

will replicate strategies and structures of a successful competitor in order to offer 

successful goods or services. Eventually, they will need to differentiate themselves. 

Applying these notions when determining the competitive advantage of a firm will not 

only help to create a good initial plan for success, but will help once the firm is more 

established to create brand loyalty. This barrier relates to the first stage of Greiner’s 

Growth model: “start-up and early growth/creativity” (1972, as cited by Morris et al., 

2008, pp. 16-17).  
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4. Practical Method 

This chapter contains information on how the primary data was collected. The chapter 

begins with a presentation of the research design, followed by a description of the 

interview guide and the strategy used for conducting the interviews. Finally, we present 

an explanation of our data collection with a discussion on how reliable we feel the data 

to be. 

4.1. Research Design 
An explanation of the research design helps the reader understand the methods and 

procedures used to conduct an investigation. Since a qualitative approach using 

interviews was decided for this study, field research was assumed to be the most 

appropriate. The concept of field research refers to the design in which writers interact 

with their participants during the investigation. In this study, we were ‘observers as 

participants’, where we build a dialogue with the participants (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 

437). 

We decided to interview small business owners, consulting firms, and knowledgeable 

external participants. It is significant for this study to understand what these other 

consultants regard as the major challenges of growth for small businesses and how a 

professional would suggest overcoming these barriers (in comparison to how small 

companies may attempt to improve on their own). We argue that these externals have an 

educated idea about what barriers are most threatening to a small business. It was 

essential for this investigation to learn about the views of those who held a certain level 

of professional knowledge (but do not work with BCM-QMS or their partners) in order 

to provide an unbiased perspective. Some of the participants wanted to stay anonymous 

while others did not mind if they were anonymous or not, so we decided to make all 

participants anonymous for better cohesion. 

In our final sample, we interviewed three consulting companies and a professor, as well 

as four small companies. We believe that using three consulting firms, an external (the 

professor), and four small businesses produce solid, distributed and well-balanced data. 

This is because our investigation seeks to understand both the challenges an average 

small business faces as well as the techniques used to improve. If the study would have, 

for example, focused a significant percentage of our interviews on small businesses, we 

would not have a balanced first-hand perspective on the credibility of their claims. In 

that case, we would instead focus our study on the knowledge business owners have on 

their firms and lose insight on reliable strategies for success. Alternatively, contributing 

a significant percentage of our interviews on consulting firms would minimize our 

collection of personal experiences from business leaders, which would prevent us from 

understanding the barriers faced by small firms and what they involve. We argue that 

interviewing a professor was beneficial to gain an academic perspective of the issues 

and also to gather information from someone who was not directly involved with 

running a business or providing consulting advice to firms. 

The first consulting firm was from Sweden, the second from Austria and the third was 

established in the United States. The external (a professor) taught at a Swedish 

university, though she was not from Sweden. Two of the small businesses we 

interviewed were from the United States, while the remaining two were from Sweden. 

According to the International Monetary Fund, the involved countries are considered to 

be developed and suited for our investigation criteria (IMF, 2008). More detailed 

information about these companies, along with a summary of the interviews, will be 

presented later on in this chapter. 
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4.2. Interview Guide 
Our study is an investigation on commission of BSM-QMS, and focuses on finding the 

key barriers faced by small, established firms. For our qualitative study, we have 

implemented a semi-structured interview setting for all participants. 

The interview questions were created after we had taken the time to read through our 

methodology textbooks. This allowed us to use advice and knowledge gathered from 

these sources while constructing our questions to determine what would help us 

effectively explore our thesis topic. We sent copies of the interview questions to the 

commissioner and our thesis supervisor once the first version had been created for 

feedback. Both parties had some suggestions which were taken into consideration for 

the final version of our interview question guidelines. 

The participants were categorized into two separate groups: consultants (including the 

consulting firms as well as the professor) and small businesses. We developed two 

separate variations of interview questions in order to obtain the most effective 

responses. The consultant group was given a specific set of questions and the small 

businesses were given another. The purpose of using this type of interview design is to 

allow the interviewee enough flexibility to discuss and elaborate on their responses, 

while maintaining a guideline of the issues we consider to be the most important to our 

analysis (Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp. 467-470). Questions used for both participant 

categories can be found in the Appendix 1 and 2. Saunders et al., (2012, p.374-375) also 

state that semi-structured interviews are more suitable when the nature of the 

investigated firm is variable. Since our goal is to explore a solution and not to calculate 

validity, our results cannot be measurable. Additionally, our data was not collected from 

a large sample size (as can be done for quantitative studies), but from a smaller sample 

to allow for a more in-depth analysis.  

For the interview developed for participants in the consulting category (consulting firms 

and the professor), we have focused on identifying a perspective of the barriers faced by 

client organizations and how to best eliminate them.  For these participants, the goal is 

to determine if our initial research and understanding of the barriers to entrepreneurial 

firms is appropriate to the environment, and if so, what practices are most effective in 

preventing them. 

We required that our chosen small companies would be older than four years to ensure 

that they are at least somewhat successful and aware of the barriers faced during the 

first transition phase. The companies’ age was decided to be four or more years because 

a company typically has matured and is operating at an ‘established’ stage by this time. 

Our main questions focused on what barriers and challenges they had faced as business 

leaders of a small, established company, and how they were able to minimize the effect 

of these barriers in order to reach some level of success. 

4.3. Data Collection 
It was important to discover what small business managers consider to be their biggest 

and most important issues and success strategies, since they were the initial inspiration 

for this study. Consulting firms and other related professionals were interviewed to get a 

more objective view on these issues, since it can be difficult for business managers to 

recognize the symptoms or root causes of their obstacles. 

During the time given to conduct our investigation, many of our targeted Swedish 

participants were too busy to speak with us because of tax season. Therefore, we needed 

to develop a method in which we were able to obtain the same high quality answers we 

needed, while simultaneously providing the most efficient interviews for our 
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participants. We decided to open our pool of participants internationally, and instead of 

just collecting information from Swedes, we gathered information from companies in 

the United States and Austria as well. Our external participant was a professor, who is 

working at Umeå University. 

We chose small businesses, consulting firms and other related professionals as the target 

group of this study. When we were ready to search for our participants, we first met 

with our commissioner to discuss what sort of participants/companies he had in mind. 

We asked about the specific business characteristics we should search for, since we 

needed to speak with companies that are similar to the commissioner’s clientele. For 

instance, it would not be suitable to investigate a large company since that is not the 

purpose of this thesis, nor is it valuable to BCM-QMS. Afterwards we met with our 

supervisor to discuss a strategy of how to reach these targeted participants. The 

suggestion was to visit web pages that give some information about small businesses 

and their contact information; for example we visited Umeå Municipality’s web page 

(www.umea.se) which provides information about firms in our region. Various 

companies were contacted and a few agreed to participate. At the beginning, we planned 

to include interviews with larger consulting firms (on the request of our commissioner), 

but the time of year proved to be very difficult and we were not able to schedule a 

meeting with any large firms. Instead we decided to focus on small businesses and 

smaller consulting firms but expand our search to include companies outside of Sweden 

as well. One of the writers of this thesis is from the United States which made the search 

for businesses easier in that country. After browsing relevant web pages and contacting 

different businesses, we got our participants. During that search we also came into 

contact with an Austrian firm (who fit our profile) and were able to interview them. As 

it was mentioned above, all countries are developed and we believe that our barriers and 

success strategies can be considered more important if they occur in multiple countries 

and circumstances. 

Interviews were done through Skype or regular phone calls when it was impossible to 

meet in person because of location, some of our participants were abroad or time 

restraints of the participants. Before recording the interviews, we asked our participants 

for their permission, otherwise notes were taken. Most of our participants agreed to 

being recorded, which made the transcription of interviews much easier. Though in a 

few cases, a participant did not want to be recorded, so both writers took notes, which 

were then later discussed and compared for accuracy. Also, all interview recordings and 

notes were analyzed by both authors in order to minimize the risk of missing important 

points. It should be added that some interviews were done in English and some in 

Swedish, depending what the participant felt most comfortable with. Stephanie is a 

native English speaker and conducted interviews with the participants who preferred to 

speak in English. Additionally, she has lived in Sweden for several years and has a good 

understanding of the Swedish language. Alina, on the other hand, conducted interviews 

in Swedish, since she is fluent in the language, and has also studied English at a 

university level. When comparing notes shortly after the interviews, the writers had 

gathered the same information every time. The interview analysis was done shortly after 

each interview, which allowed us the opportunity to easily return to the interview 

participant if we need to gather more information or add some follow up questions. 

Since we are writing in English, we believe that together we are capable of translating 

the interviews done in Swedish. Any information that was left out during the 

transcription of interviews was personal information about the interview participant. It 

was excluded by request of the participant and had nothing to do with this study. 

http://www.umea.se/
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Furthermore, to include this information would not be ethically correct. The summary of 

participants and characteristics of the companies are represented in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Company Summaries and Characteristics 

 Working Field Position Country How Time Date 

CF 1 Sustainable Development CEO Sweden Phone 26 min 21.05.2012 

CF 2 Innovation Agency Innovation Consultant Austria Skype 45 min 22.05.2012 

CF 3 Accounting Founder/Owner USA In person 33 min 15.07.2012 

E 1 Business Administration Professor Sweden In person 22 min 07.05.2012 

SB 1 Customer Service Senior Vice President USA Phone 35 min 21.05.2012 

SB 2 Pharmacy Founder/Owner/CEO USA Skype 42 min 22.05.2012 

SB 3 Renovation Founder/Owner/CEO Sweden In person 25 min 28.05.2012 

SB 4 Construction Founder/Owner/CEO Sweden In person 30 min 07.06.2012 

 

4.4. Data Analysis 
Shortly after each interview was conducted, we transcribed the responses and discussed 

the interview with each other to minimize the chance that something was missed. This 

was often done outside of the interview location, which gave us time to get back to the 

participants immediately in case we would need to ask any follow-up questions. Once 

we had completed all of our interviews, we looked for patterns in the collected 

responses. We looked for similarities in their answers that could be categorized, whether 

into barriers we had identified in our theoretical framework or new barriers we had not 

included. First we compared responses from within our small business participants 

group, and then again with our consulting and external participants group. Afterwards, 

we compared our participants interchangeably (see Figure 3). We decided to do this 

comparison because we believe that it will increase the chance of detecting the most 

severe barriers and success strategies. 

Once the comparison was completed, we began to look for how our practical findings 

corresponded or differed from our theoretical findings. We found that three of our five 

proposed barriers were also mentioned by our participants as highly important, but our 

participants identified two additional barriers that we did not include in our theoretical 

framework. A more detailed explanation on this revelation can be found in chapter six 

(the primary data analysis) of this thesis. 

 

Figure 3: Comparison between Participants 

 

SB 1 SB 2 SB 3 SB 4 

E 1 CF 1 CF 2 CF 3 
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4.5. Credibility of Interviews 
Since we chose to interview our participants using a semi-structured environment, there 

was freedom for us to use follow-up questions, or rephrase the question if the 

participant had trouble understanding. We feel that we have been lucky with the 

responses received from our participants, since we believe that they have been very 

open and willing to answer our questions. For the purpose of this research, we believe 

that our participants were fully qualified to respond to our research investigation since 

they fit the requirements developed through discussions with BCM-QMS and our 

supervisor, and we find that their answers are trustworthy and appropriate. However, it 

needs to be pointed out that not all of our small business participants had a background 

in the particular field we are studying, and while their responses may be true for their 

specific situation, they may not necessarily apply to all cases. We believe that this is not 

an issue since we are only looking to identify the most important barriers and success 

strategies across the small business category from the perspective of the business owner 

or manager. This concept also applies to the consulting firms. Even though we have 

interviewed consulting firms with varying specialties, they all worked to help small 

businesses overcome their barriers; which is exactly what we wanted to investigate. 

We believe that the response of the small businesses who participating in our interviews 

adequately met our expectations. They all faced some sort of barriers during their years 

of existence and were willing to openly discuss that with us. The one negative point 

could be that SB 2 had never contacted a consulting firm. For the sake of this 

investigation, it would have been interesting to hear how their challenges were handled 

if they had, in fact, met with a consulting firm. However, this could also be considered 

an advantageous situation; since it means that not all of our small business participants 

found value in consulting services. It shows that small business managers may not 

contact a consultant when they feel they can handle the situations on their own, in 

addition to avoiding the cost of consulting services. When a small business owner 

mistakenly believes that they can handle a challenge properly, it can be fatal to their 

business. It is always better to resolve issues at the beginning instead of mishandling 

them. 

As another example, SB 1 is a consulting firm and we began to interview it as such. But 

since it is just a customer service consulting firm and not focused on management 

consulting, our later questions did not truly apply and we decided to interview them as a 

small business instead. This flexibility allowed us to gain a small amount of insight on 

the thought process a consulting firm may have regarding issues as the one we have 

presented, while simultaneously investigating the challenges and success strategies 

involved in running a small business. 
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5. Empirical Evidence 

This chapter includes introductions to each of our interview participants along with 

unbiased summaries of the responses gathered. Afterwards, we will take an in-depth 

look at these statements, in hopes of discovering some similarities. 

5.1. Participant Descriptions 
This section will be divided in two parts: first, there will be a presentation of 

participants from the consulting category, followed by information on the small 

business managers. Descriptions include an introduction on the participant, as well as a 

summary of their specific interview responses. 

5.1.1. Consulting Firm #1 (CF 1) 

Interview about a consultant's view on barriers of small businesses and how to best 

eliminate them. [phone] (personal communication, May 21, 2012). 

Our first participating consulting firm (CF 1) was established during 1990 in Umeå, 

Sweden. It works with the sustainable development of small businesses through 

coaching, strategic leadership strategies and process management. The main points of 

the interview are presented in the following paragraph: 

The CEO of this consulting firm was interviewed through the phone. CF 1 pointed out 

the importance of creating a balance between the short- and long-term goals of a small 

business several times throughout the interview, as well as the necessity to invest in 

research and development. Both of these activities can be difficult for a small business 

to distinguish. The CF 1 respondent claims that there must be strong levels of 

cooperation in the organization and diversity within the Board of Advisers and/or the 

CEO of an organization in order to reach a certain level of success. CF 1 had never 

heard about the Death Valley concept, though suggested that in a business context, it 

would refer to the time in which small businesses face a certain limit of positive 

development and are in need of a change within the company in order to continue 

progression. 

5.1.2. Consulting Firm #2 (CF 2) 

Interview about a consultant's view on barriers of small businesses and how to best 

eliminate them. [Skype] (personal communication, May 22, 2012). 

The second consulting firm that was interviewed is an innovation consultant agency in 

Vienna, Austria. The firm assists in identifying and activating areas within the 

organization with unused innovative potential through customized strategies depending 

on the needs of the client. We conducted an interview through Skype with one of the 

employees who works as an innovation consultant within the firm. 

The CF 2 respondent was not sure about the meaning of “Death Valley”, but had 

previously heard the expression. CF 2 suggested this concept either refers to a stage in 

which businesses will not succeed unless they are able to implement new strategies, or 

the assumption was simply that start-up companies will fail. CF 2 feels that the most 

important challenge (and a factor needed for the evolution of a business) is a change in 

leadership culture and overall strategy once the organization begins to operate on its 

own. CF 2 explains that this need for new leadership culture is the general principle 

behind the idea that a business cannot continue to develop unless factors (such as who is 

employed, the levels of communication, or the organizational structure) evolve as well. 

Companies who have survived for four years will have some level of competitive 

advantage, but it can be taken from them by competitors if they have not implemented a 



24 

rigid and defensive structure. CF 2 believes these obstacles are difficult to overcome 

due to the character of the business founders. Additionally, CF 2 has seen companies 

fail because they were unfamiliar with tax regulations, and feels that external barriers 

are the most common causes of failure. 

5.1.3. Consulting Firm #3 (CF 3) 

Interview about a consultant's view on barriers of small businesses and how to best 

eliminate them. [interview] (personal communication, July 15, 2012). 

Our third consulting company, CF 3, is a certified public accounting firm established in 

late 1994 and located in Dayton, Ohio. In addition to accounting support, the firm also 

provides business management consulting and has recently expanded to include 

personal financial planning services (such as helping clients prepare financially for 

retirement). This interview was conducted in person with the founder and co-owner of 

the company (a single individual). 

The CF 3 interviewee confirmed that the firm’s clients were small to medium sized, but 

explained that the size is conditional on the amount of sales revenue created instead of 

the number of employees. For instance, the largest clients may have $10-20 million in 

sales, while smaller clients produce $100,000 or less. The participant had not heard 

about the Death Valley concept, and claimed that it was not generally an issue in the 

United States. CF 3 suggests that a lack of finances is the biggest challenge for small 

start-up companies in their beginning stages. This may be due to inadequate planning 

before the business is established; sometimes owners forget they need additional money 

to support the company until profit begins to generate. Additional barriers mentioned 

include the: consequences of uninsured organizations, ability to hire quality employees, 

delegation of activities or lack thereof, inattention to tax requirements, and purchase of 

upgraded technology as well as the knowledge of exactly what level of technology is 

affordable for the business. In order to minimize these barriers, CF 3 suggests insurance, 

at the very least, but also urges business owners to take heed when hiring. The firm did 

not use separate strategies when working with smaller clients rather than large ones, but 

mentioned the need for careful explanation for smaller firms since they are typically not 

as sophisticated. In general, CF 3 believes that the most successful business strategies 

stem from working diligently and with long-term progress in mind. 

5.1.4. External Participant #1 (E 1/Professor) 

Interview about an academics view on barriers of small businesses and how to best 

eliminate them. [interview] (personal communication, May 7, 2012). 

The interview done with a professor at Umeå University was conducted in person. The 

E 1 participant works in the field of entrepreneurship and international business at the 

university.  

The professor was familiar with the business term “Death Valley” and explained it as an 

expression used to describe the period when a company is stuck in its current position 

and cannot reach success due to its inability to innovate. E 1 considers expansion to be 

the biggest challenge to small business growth, because it can be difficult for an 

entrepreneur to keep track of everything as the company grows. They also mentioned 

that subsequent challenges may include: small business that are run too personally (i.e. 

allowing private problems to intrude on the business), lacking resources, issues with 

developing a business idea at the wrong time or having a bad idea in general. E 1 

explains that sometimes an idea is good but the timing isn’t, and vice versa. They 

mention the importance of completing a good market analysis, then consistently 
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updating the analysis in order to maintain competitive advantage against competitors. 

Since E 1 is not a consultant, we were unable to get a response when asked about the 

type of consultation a company should receive. However, E 1 felt that in order to 

minimize issues, a business manager should maintain a clear idea of what is needed 

from the market instead of changing all the time. Since the entrepreneur is the spirit of 

the company, maintaining that clear idea will bring stability to the entire firm. E 1 also 

feels that it is important that an entrepreneur (or business manager) is able to delegate 

tasks if they want to minimize their barriers. 

5.1.5. Small Business #1 (SB 1)  

Interview about small business barriers and how to best eliminate them. [phone] 

(personal communication, May 21, 2012). 

We spoke through Skype to interview with the Senior Vice President of a mystery 

shopping and customer service consulting firm based in San Antonio, Texas, established 

in 1994. The goal of the SB 1 is to improve the overall customer experience for 

shoppers of their nationally recognized clients through secretive employee evaluation 

and training. We began to interview SB 1 as a consulting firm due to their title, but after 

listening to their responses, it seemed more appropriate to interview them as a small 

business instead. This is because SB 1 focuses specifically on customer service 

development and not on the overall progression of a company. 

When asked to identify the key barrier to small business growth for companies older 

than four years, the SB 1 interviewee was keen to discuss the owner's overwhelming 

tendency to take on many activities at once; claiming that while this may help the 

business to survive, it inhibits the firm from completing tasks that promote growth. 

They also mentioned several challenges held by a small business with a particular 

theme: a lack of technology and proper resources prevents success. In the instance of 

this small business, an upgrade of technology would allow for tedious tasks to become 

automated. Without this upgrade, too much time is invested in completing the menial 

activities which then removes the opportunity for the company to evolve. At one point 

in time, and for another business idea, the SB 1 business partners visited a governmental 

institution in order to receive help forming their small business idea, but have not 

visited a consultation firm for their small business due to a lack of financial resources. 

They believe that once the firm’s technology is upgraded, tasks will become more 

automated which will allow time for the organization to stabilize and develop. 

5.1.6. Small Business #2 (SB 2)  

Interview about small business barriers and how to best eliminate them. [Skype] 

(personal communication, May 22, 2012). 

SB 2 was established with the purpose of notifying pharmaceutical companies across 

the United States about new medical information or regulations that are important to the 

industry. This is done through their website and email notifications in which subscribers 

pay a fee to receive access. The company was founded in 2008 and the interview was 

done through Skype with the founder and current owner of this business.  

 

To begin, our SB 2 participant explains that they has not been in contact with any 

consultation firms, not even while in the forming stages of her business. Despite this, 

the first business challenge that SB 2 identified was the financial situation of some of 

their subscribers, which SB 2 worries might cause some clients to leave. SB 2 also feels 

that the niche market they are working in may be too confined and may inhibit 
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expansion. Because of the way the company is set up, no matter how many subscribers 

it has, the same input of work is required. When this small firm first begun to produce a 

profit, there were only three subscribers, which required long hours of work. The owner 

had to run everything on their own, which became even more stressful as the company 

started to grow. In order to relieve some of this stress, the owner was able to self-teach 

(through reading books or using the internet) some more efficient entrepreneurial 

strategies. SB 2 summarizes these challenges as having a lack of both knowledge and 

sufficient capital, and believes that it is the responsibility of the business owner to 

overcome them. In order to eliminate the challenges, SB 2 thinks the best methods are 

to be consistently updated on new information regarding both the industry they are 

providing for, as well as strategies and methods that will make this business more 

efficient. 

5.1.7. Small Business #3 (SB 3)   

Interview about small business barriers and how to best eliminate them. [interview] 

(personal communication, May 28, 2012). 

We met with the owner and creator of a SB 3 in person, which is a kitchen renovation 

and interior decoration firm established in Umeå, Sweden during 2001. The owner of 

SB 3 is the only employee, but they hire freelance help when needed. 

SB 3 felt that the market was the biggest obstacle; especially when the economic state 

of potential clients decreases. SB 3 mentioned that the service they originally offered 

was not in demand from clients and therefore decided to extend the services offered in 

order to please them. SB 3 felt that the decision to extend the available services was for 

the best. Another big change for the firm was to move the SB 3 headquarters from a 

room in the owner’s home to an office in the city (described as sort of a ‘hotel’ for small 

businesses, where you are surrounded and supported by other owners). Even though this 

increases expenses in terms of transportation, dining with colleagues, etc., SB 3 feels 

that the advantage of a larger, more supportive network is worth it. However, because of 

the move into the city, there has been a need to cut down on marketing expenses, even 

though there is a desperate need to update the SB 3 webpage. SB 3 recognizes the need 

of a business owner to constantly improve (their examples were: responding more 

quickly to queries or calling people instead of sending an email). SB 3 had previously 

worked with a consultation firm, but stopped because they no longer found value in that 

relationship. 

5.1.8. Small Business #4 (SB 4) 

Interview about small business barriers and how to best eliminate them. [interview] 

(personal communication, June 7, 2012). 

The fourth business is a local land- and construction company founded in 2004 and 

based in Umeå, Sweden. We have visited company’s office and conducted an interview 

with its current owner. 

At the beginning, SB 4 mentioned financing as the main barrier to small business 

growth, because the costs of running are quite high due to all the machines needed. The 

market was another factor mentioned as a barrier; as a company, SB 4 also flips houses 

(buying real estate for a low price, renovating it, then eventually selling it for a profit) 

which is hard to do during an economic crisis. SB 4 has been rapidly growing since the 

beginning, though there were a few stationary periods when business didn’t go so well. 

However, the owner does not see any problems with that. Now business is growing once 

again, which leads to hiring competent personnel (another major issue). SB 4 explained 
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that hiring employees was easy in the beginning because they had a large enough 

network, but eventually it became more difficult and time consuming to find suitable 

people. Restructuring the business was another problem, which was needed when the 

former CEO and co-founder suddenly passed away. This is when the current owner 

became the CEO of SB 4. SB 4 mentions that restructuring the business caused the 

company to enter the Valley of Death and the sudden loss of the leaders only shook the 

business more. While the loss of these leaders was awful, SB 4 believes that 

reorganizing the firm’s structure was one of the best decisions the organizations has 

made. When asked about the specific strategies implemented to pull SB 4 out of Death 

Valley, the structural reorganization, hiring of new employees and improvements of the 

market and overall economic situation were credited. 

SB 4 is not fond of consultants in general, and feels that they require too much time and 

money. However, they still appreciate what consultants offer. SB 4 uses an IT-

consultant and an economic supervisor. They feel that it is difficult for the owner to 

know everything and, with the help of consultants, there are problems that SB 4 could 

have avoided from the beginning. SB 4 gives an example of their computer system; 

stating that it was easy to handle when there were only five computers but now that 

there are 15 it is difficult to manage without assistance. They have experienced that at 

the beginning of a new business, people save their resources for activities they feel are 

more important instead of investing in a consultant, because the success of that firm is 

so uncertain. 

5.2. Main Points from Interviews 
After completing our interviews with small businesses, consulting firms and an external 

with knowledge of entrepreneurship, there are a few similarities or points that we would 

like to highlight. We believe the following concepts relate directly to the research 

investigation and are important in the development of our conclusion. 

5.2.1. The Concept of Death Valley 

Only one of our interview participants (E 1) was certain about the concept of "The 

Valley of Death" specifically, though all other participators except for CF 3 were able to 

immediately contribute this idea to a phase in the business life-cycle. CF 3 did not 

recognize the term “Death Valley” in a business context and reasoned that the United 

States did not have such an issue; though this was a different response than we received 

from the other American participants. All participants (excluding CF 3) attributed this 

concept to the point in which a company becomes stuck and needs to reevaluate their 

strategies in order to succeed. Discussions of the Death Valley concept were brief, and 

simply mentioned to gauge the participant’s knowledge of industry terms. 

5.2.2. Small Business Barriers 

The most common key barrier identified for small start-up companies with minimal 

growth after four years was the act of taking on too many activities at once. A small 

business owner expects to run all the activities, in comparison to a larger firm which 

typically has the ability to delegate tasks to a number of department leaders. 

Nevertheless, this can be overwhelming for the owner, who is then forced to focus on 

various activities that keep the firm alive rather than working on growth and evolution.  

A majority of our participants identified this as the biggest challenge of small business 

owners, even though these participants work in different economies and cultures. SB 1 

simply states: "Growth is hard if your day-to-day tasks are all-encompassing", while SB 

2 mentions a similar experience, explaining it as “stressful” and feels that the cause of 
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this challenge was because they was not properly prepared or informed when starting 

the company. SB 4 adds more on this subject; that it is hard to know everything, and at 

the beginning you may even focus on the wrong tasks. Furthermore, SB 4 mentioned 

that even though they do not generally utilize consulting services, the fact that these 

services exist provide a sense of comfort; especially for issues regarding a lack of 

entrepreneurial knowledge. E 1 and CF 2, who have both professional and academic 

experience in this field, know that this is a common issue of entrepreneurship. CF 2 

explains that when a company is growing and is forced to change both their structure 

and business culture to a more formalized organization, it is very hard on the 

entrepreneur who is generally not fond of such bureaucratic activities. E 1 reiterates this 

idea simply: "the entrepreneurial spirit of the company is against the entrepreneur". 

Unfortunately for entrepreneur, if the business does not eventually formalize, it will fail. 

This point leads to another challenge; changing the company’s structure in order to 

standardize daily tasks and promote growth, which is exactly what SB 4 did when they 

were facing difficult times. If the objective of a company is to expand, CF 2 states that it 

may be necessary to integrate the product or find a proper niche. This requires strategic 

organizational planning, which CF 2 has identified as another key issue: the lack of 

balance between short- and long-term goals. 

However, when asked to identify a minimum of five common barriers of small business 

growth, the answers began to differ. SB 1 identified barriers such as: a lack of efficient 

staffing, the business owner takes on too many activities, a need of capital infusion, the 

need for enhanced technology or an increase of automated activities, and rapid 

expansion. SB 1 focuses specifically on the need for better technology and premature 

expansion. At one point, their business decided to take on a large client without the 

proper infrastructure, which caused an extremely stressful situation in which the 

company became in danger of losing other accounts. Their small business did not want 

to turn down the offer from a large potential client, but did not have the systems in place 

to work efficiently. Subsequently, CF 3 mentions hardships associated with hiring 

quality employees, “it’s hard to find dedicated people that you can rely on so that you 

can do more [as a business owner]”. This idea also relates to the main barrier identified 

as the overwhelming number of activities that business owners must handle; “you can’t 

do everything,” CF 3 adds and the same was stated by a SB 4 as well. The challenge of 

hiring adequate employees prevents delegation for business owners. Other participants 

identified barriers such as: having a bad business idea, a lack of resources, having a 

good idea at the wrong time, infiltration of personal issues, locating the proper capital, 

forgetting to insure the firm, and having a lack of knowledge in both entrepreneurial and 

external areas. CF 3, SB 2, and CF 1 all mention the importance of using updated 

business tools or technology. The main objective of SB 2, for instance, is to provide 

updated information to its subscribers, which requires that the business owner remains 

knowledgeable. In fact, this factor is so vital to SB 2 that the lack of updated technology 

would be fatal to business. CF 3 expands this challenge to include the idea that 

companies should just buy affordable and sufficient technology instead of the most 

expensive; sometimes it’s just excessive. 
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5.2.3. Performance or Operational Improvements 

Since a number of our participants were not actual management consultants, not all 

were able to recognize specific improvements that can be used to eliminate the barriers 

they had previously identified. It is there when realization, of having a consulting 

company’s help, came to the participants.  

Through our interview with CF 2, an interesting point was discovered. Very often, the 

founder of an organization must shift their leadership style as the business develops; 

without innovation or changing the structure of an organization, it’s typically more 

difficult to expand. Real expansion needs a different kind of structure in comparison to 

the early start-up phase of an organization. Especially when that expansion requires new 

employees, which CF 3 and SB 4 has recognized as a major obstacle. CF 3 suggests that 

in this situation, “It’s better to stay small and have good quality people than to grow,” 

during a period of growth, CF 3 feels that it’s more damaging to hire unsatisfactory 

employees, Another solution would be to change the leadership completely, CF 2 

suggests, “Character-wise, quite often entrepreneurs are people that simply don’t like 

leading a more bureaucratic structure and culture”. Having a purely innovative attitude 

towards business can be difficult when tasks also need to be standardized and organized. 

While new innovation can be beneficial for a company in many instances, there also 

needs to be a certain degree of management. In this case it might be good to diversify. 

CF 1 states “Small businesses often find themselves in a closed environment with those 

they have known for a long time, and it can be one of the constraints of development” 

and suggested working with the Board of Advisers to discuss how a business would like 

to progress, as well as diversifying the professionals within the company in order to find 

a balance between the short- and long-term goals of an organization. We could see this 

example in practice; during the interview with SB 3 we learned that the company took a 

risk and moved their office to a facility that is shared by various companies. This helped 

SB 3 develop a network that was previously missing, and helped to inspire the firm. 

Additionally, CF 1 believes that the CEO and the firm’s Board of Advisers should be 

held responsible for minimizing the impact of barriers; therefore, in order to improve 

there needs to be a high level of cooperation between the two parties. 

E 1 discussed the importance of clarity from the business owner in regards to what the 

organizational objectives are and what exactly is needed from the market in order to 

succeed. However, they realize that this is a long-term process: “Maybe the 

entrepreneur is the kind of person that likes to change their idea, and then their needs”. 

E 1 implies that this is a habit that should be changed to achieve clarity. Small 

businesses must have a leader who is able to connect activities to the basic objectives of 

the firm, and organizations with 30 employees who share the responsibility of 

eliminating barriers need a leader who is also able to delegate efficiently. 

All participants recognized that business leaders are the most responsible for 

eliminating the barriers of an organization. SB 1 states “it’s an internal responsibility, 

not an external” and suggests that the business owner must be the “guiding force” in 

determining the direction in which the company will take. CF 3 feels that “the whole 

tone and character of the company is set by the owner and upper management”. Similar 

answers were received from E1, SB 2, SB 3 and SB 4, who agree that since they are 

small companies, the owner is primarily responsible for the firm and its outcomes. E 1 

and CF 2 also mentioned environmental barriers, in which case the elimination of these 

would be the responsibility of government institutions and investors. 
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We discovered that the suggested strategies given for the overall success of an 

organization actually related specifically to the respective barriers each participant 

previously provided, with the exception of CF 3. When asked about the actions the most 

successful firms take, CF 3 replied “they have a mission; they take the long approach 

instead of going for a quick dollar. They give good quality service, and are able to 

accept relatively slower growth”. CF 1 reiterated the importance of good cooperation 

within a company and maintaining an open attitude towards research development and 

innovation. E 1 states that the ability to communicate the “spirit” and the credibility of 

the organization both internally and externally lead to success. SB 1 emphasized the 

importance of upgraded technology and resources in relation to the specific needs of 

their company. CF 2 focuses on importance of the change in the business structure and 

leadership style during rapid grow of the company.  
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6. Analysis 

This chapter contains an analysis of the empirical evidence is used to connect the 

response of our research participants to the theories we collected and presented at the 

beginning of this case. This is a discussion that will determine if our interpretation of 

the participant’s responses exhibits any comparison to the suggestions we found, which 

were presented in the theoretical framework. 

There are many international institutions for entrepreneurship that focus mostly the 

establishment of an organization and less on how to maintain its consistent growth. 

While it is always an advantage for a business owner to start the beginning of the firm’s 

life cycle with as much knowledge and support as possible, the remainder of the cycle 

should not be overlooked. They also need to focus on how the progression on a business 

throughout its life cycle, not only on the establishment and initial planning stages. 

Research has shown that extra support is needed in the phase after start-up and before 

maturity, since this is the pivotal point that determines whether the business will grow 

or fail. 

6.1. Analysis of Barriers to Small Business Growth 
Based on the information gathered from theories, we have identified five barriers that 

we believe are similar to the responses received from our research participants: lack of 

strategic planning, entrepreneurial attitude, goods development and target market, 

premature or rapid expansion, and a lack of competitive advantage. Although after 

analyzing the responses received through interviews with consulting firms, a business 

professor, and small, established companies, it is apparent that while these are all 

important factors, they may not be the most threatening. After we analyzed our primary 

data we found that most of our participants also mentioned lack of strategic planning, 

entrepreneurial attitude, premature or rapid expansion as their primary barriers, which 

coincides to barriers stated in our theoretical framework. On this basis we can assume 

our participants agree that three of our five proposed barriers can be considered highly 

important. For the remaining two barriers, we had identified goods development and 

target market and a lack of competitive advantage as important based on our further 

theoretical collection, which were mentioned by our participants but not to the same 

extent as other challenges. Instead, our participants focused on barriers such as a lack of 

resources and lack of proper knowledge, and believed that these challenges played a 

larger role in determining the success of their business. In order to determine the 

credibility of the two new barriers suggested by our participants, we must first take into 

consideration the level of knowledge they have regarding the other key barriers. 

Doern (2009) explores the issue of barriers and how they affect the growth of small 

businesses. During Doern’s investigation, it is assumed that barriers exist and do, in 

fact, prevent the growth of small businesses. Through careful analysis it is discovered 

that when small business owners are asked to describe the barriers that inhibit growth 

for their firm, the responses were based largely on popular statements regarding the 

subject. This shows that small business owners, in general, are not completely aware of 

what barriers affect their venture or how to best to eliminate them. Therefore it is 

possible to assume that our participants may not be fully aware of the key boundaries 

facing small businesses. However, results of Doern’s investigation show that small 

business owners identified the most threatening barriers as “changing and confusing 

legislation, unfair inspections by regulatory bodies, lack of finance or access to such, an 

inability to recruit qualified staff members, and difficulties encountered in managing 

employees” (Doern, 2009, p. 278). These results indicate that, in general, small business 

owners perceive barriers as external or due to socio-cultural changes in comparison to 
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factors that are internal to the venture. However, our participants believed the major 

barriers to be internal and have related the barriers directly to specific instances in the 

business environment. Therefore, it is best to assume that our participants have a strong 

knowledge of the challenges affecting small businesses compared to what we expected 

after reviewing Doern’s research. 

SB 1 discussed the hardships attributed to running a growing business while 

concurrently managing the necessary day-to-day tasks necessary for survival. We could 

also see this barrier with SB 2 where the owner was doing all the organizational 

activities with little knowledge about entrepreneurship to use as a foundation. This 

quickly became stressful and overwhelming. This challenge is specifically described in 

the first stage (called existence) of the Five Stages of Small Business Growth model 

developed by Churchill and Lewis (1983, p. 2). At this stage in the life of a business, the 

focus of the firm is on obtaining customers and delivering the products or services as 

promised. Organizational structure is rather simple and the owner typically runs 

everything. If the organization runs for too long at this stage, it will eventually fail. In 

order to progress, systems must stabilize (Churchill & Lewis, 1983, p. 2). This is also 

recognized as a normal aspect of small business development in the ‘growth through 

direction’ phase of the Greiner’s Growth Model developed by Greiner (1972, as cited 

by Morris et al., 2008, pp. 16-17). This stage discusses the need for formalized structure 

and systems in order to create automated tasks with the purpose to give the business 

leader(s) more freedom to focus on the organization’s development (Greiner, 1972, as 

cited by Morris et al., 2008, pp. 16-17). Both CF 2 and E 1 supported this concept, 

saying that there is a need for updating business structure and leadership towards a more 

stable and formalized environment. 

CF 1 focused on the challenge of balancing short- and long-term goals, while CF 3 

mentioned that firms should begin with a mission and focus on the long-term approach 

rather than going for rapid growth. Kuratko (2009, p. 422) also identified a lack of 

strategic planning as a major factor in the failure of new ventures and concluded that not 

only will strategic planning contribute in preventing the failure of a business, but those 

with a certain level of sophisticated planning significantly outperformed organizations 

without. The importance of this factor even includes the actual planning process, which 

is needed in order to identify common mistakes made by small firms. Porter (as cited by 

Kuratko, 2009, p. 422) presents five flaws; the fifth “fatal vision” called Failure to 

Explicitly Communicate the Venture’s Strategies to Employees applies to the challenge 

suggested by E 1: the idea that a business owner is not able to properly communicate 

‘the spirit’ of entrepreneurship to either employees or customers. SB 1 also spoke about 

the issue of expanding the business too quickly, which can be related to Porter’s fourth 

“fatal vision” in which strategy is compromised for attractive growth (Porter, as cited by 

Kuratko, 2009, p. 422). 

6.2. Analysis of Performance and Operational Improvements 

In order to properly eliminate the barriers, CF 2 states that an evaluation of the entire 

company must occur. In this situation, we recognize the first stage, “start-up and early 

growth” of Greiner’s (1972) theory of evolutionary process (as cited by Morris et al., 

2008, pp. 16-17). After an organization has experienced a stage of growth, they will 

reach a crisis, from which they must overcome in order to continue surviving. At this 

stage, the crisis occurs due to a lack of professionalized management and formal 

structure. This is the crisis that CF 2 refers to when claiming that successful evolution of 

a business requires a different kind of structure and leadership behavior. In this 
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situation, the organization may find it difficult to overcome this barrier because of the 

nature of the business founders. As previously mentioned, entrepreneurs 

characteristically do not enjoy leading a more formalized or ‘bureaucratic’ organization. 

Sometimes the need for a change in leadership style may require a new CEO. Once this 

change has been implemented, the organization will be able to continue through the life 

cycle towards the second stage, ‘growth through direction’ (Greiner, 1972, as cited by 

Morris et al., 2008, pp. 16-17). Successfully entering this second stage may eliminate 

the issue pinpointed by CF 1: “The Board of advisers should find this balance between 

long- and short- term goals and the diversity is also very important. Small businesses 

often find themselves in a closed environment with those people they know for a long 

time and it can be one of constraints on developing”. SB 3 mentioned that as well, since 

they first worked very closely with employees they knew from before. During their 

expansion, the company initially found it difficult to find suitable employees, but found 

that it was beneficial to tolerate the process when new hires came with fresh ideas.  

 

In another scenario, the business owner is so consumed by daily activities that it 

becomes impossible to spend time on actions that might promote growth within the 

company. This challenge was expressed by both of our small business owners. If a 

venture continues at this rate for too long, the owner or business leaders will burn out or 

the company will fail to survive. We believe that this is a natural part of small business 

entrepreneurship and will be eliminated once the firm is able to overcome the crisis of 

having an informal structure as described in the ‘start-up and early growth stage’ 

(Greiner, 1972, as cited by Morris et al., 2008, pp. 16-17). SB 1 states that an addition 

of improved technology would be helpful in order make certain fundamental tasks more 

automated, which would leave time for the business owner to grow the company. In the 

instance of their small business, she states: “Well we’ve got a big push to get that 

technology in place right now, so hopefully when that is finished we’ll be able to free up 

some time to move forward with growth” . It is safe to assume that this need for 

technology can be applied to many organizations facing a similar problem, though as 

CF 3 states, it is important for the business to implement technology within their 

financial means. 

 

Even though the responses from most of our participants suggest that the overall success 

of an organization can be achieved through overcoming specific obstacles, our analysis 

has identified a common denominator. When asked about the strategies the most 

successful firms use, all the responses regarded the concept of planning; both in the 

initial stages and with the long-term in mind. 

 

The lack of strategic planning has proven to be a major factor in why new ventures fail. 

Kuratko (2009 p. 421) states that in an investigation done with approximately 70,000 

failed firms, a lack of developing a successful plan was identified as a major reason. 

Even though this is an important activity, there are many reasons entrepreneurs give for 

not developing a strategic plan: time scarcity, lack of knowledge, lack of expertise or 

skills, lack of trust or openness with employees or external consultants, and the 

perception of the high costs involved with planning are just the most common 

explanations (Kuratko, 2009, pp. 421-422). Subsequently, another experiment showed 

that small firms who have a certain level of sophisticated planning significantly 

outperform those without. This study not only identifies the importance of a strategic 

plan, but also emphasizes the importance of the planning process (Kuratko, 2009, p. 

421-422). In order for a venture to succeed, we believe the firms should utilize Porter’s 
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(2008, pp. 80-86) Five Force strategy in order to understand how to obtain a competitive 

advantage over their competitors. As mentioned previously, the benefits of 

understanding these competitive forces is so extreme that Porter claims the ability to 

grasp these concepts and their root causes will allow business leaders to recognize the 

reasons for the current economic state of their firm, as well as the likely relationship 

they will have with competitors in the future (Porter, 2008, p. 80). Using these strategies 

during the planning process helps businesses understand how to avoid particular 

mistakes or “flaws”, such as: misunderstanding industry attractiveness, compromising 

strategy for growth, or recognizing a lack of competitive advantage. 
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7. Discussion and Conclusion 

In this chapter, we will provide a response to the initial research question, implications 

and limitations we faced as writers, as well as some suggestions for further research 

possibilities. 

While all of the given information is viable and applicable, the purpose is to determine 

the ultimate key barriers preventing growth in small, established businesses, and how to 

not only eliminate those barriers, but to promote the overall success for a firm. We will 

respond to the research question with solutions gathered from our analysis of the 

theoretical and primary data collections. 

7.1. Barriers to Small Business Growth and Improvement Strategies 
Based on our analysis, we have determined that the most threatening barriers are only 

slightly different than those we had previously considered. In general, we can attribute 

the most common cause of small business failure to a lack of strategic planning. We 

found that while this may be the most crucial factor, it is not the only one. The other 

four barriers we have identified can be considered supporting aspects to the main 

obstacle, but we believe that it is valuable to describe each portion in order to provide 

our audience with the best possibility for success. 

7.1.1. Lack of Strategic Growth 

We feel that a lack of strategic growth is the utmost detrimental barrier to small 

business success. Initially we had attributed this concept to whether or not a firm had 

developed a sufficient strategic business plan, and the degree to which this plan would 

succeed depended on the process taken to develop and create it. Organizations that 

begin with a carefully produced business plan are more likely to succeed, but the level 

of commitment needed goes even deeper. Therefore, after speaking with our interview 

participants, we discovered that this concept encompasses even more ideas than we 

previously expected. Not only must company leaders construct a sophisticated plan, but 

the plan must also consider both long- and short-term needs. This concept of strategic 

growth should be expanded to include acts such as: strategizing on competitive 

advantage, creating a balance between short and long term goals, developing strategy 

along with business growth, and creating the proper value for the customers, as 

recognized by our participants as compelling challenges. Typically, a strategic business 

plan is something that has been created during the creation of a business; however we 

feel that it is important to adapt this plan to coincide with the nature of the firm. The 

goals, structures, even the target customers will most likely change over the course of a 

firm (as seen in the Organizational Life Cycle model by Churchill & Lewis 1983, p. 2; 

Lester et al. 2003, p. 340), therefore it is not viable to assume that creating a single 

business plan will be appropriate for the length of a business. Due to these changes, the 

initial plan an organization develops must be made in consideration to the external and 

internal environments, along with the possibility of various options in the future, or at 

least with the enough flexibility to handle unexpected circumstances. Furthermore, the 

plan must be re-evaluated consistently throughout the life cycle of the organization so 

that new structures and strategies can be implemented. 

We feel that this barrier is the most threatening because of the high correlation found 

between the lack of a strategic plan and a business failure as discussed by Kuratko 

(2009, pp. 421-422). Additionally, this barrier was frequently mentioned by our 

participants and throughout our theoretical data collection. 
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7.1.2. Entrepreneurial Attitude 

It was discovered that, due to the general characteristic of entrepreneurs, it can be 

difficult for a business founder to successfully run a more formalized or bureaucratic 

organization. This is because typically the founder of a company is focused on 

innovation and expansion, and not on the fundamental business management activities. 

Unfortunately for these owners, the daily activities necessary for keeping a business 

alive are not the same tasks needed to promote growth within an organization and many 

founders find themselves stuck in the managerial tasks instead of the innovative 

atmosphere they had initially. This can quickly become overwhelming, especially if the 

objective of the company is to expand instead of simply surviving. 

We found three possible solutions to this problem, which can be used alone or together 

in order to achieve the best possible results. The first suggestion requires that the 

founder is able to shift or adapt their leadership style into a more managerial behavior. 

This is the most ideal scenario, because the founder would be able to manage their 

organization while assessing the various situations and determining in which areas 

innovation must be implemented. In this case, business leaders would promote a 

successful organization using ‘innovation’, ‘potential for growth’, and ‘strategic 

objectives’ (Wickham, 2006, pp. 39-42). As previously stated, this can be difficult for 

founders without this particular type of personality, but still it is not impossible. The 

next suggestion would be to add technology to the business that will make menial tasks 

more automated. Theoretically, this would free up some time for the business owner to 

spend on activities that will help to develop the organization instead of simply working 

on daily tasks. This solution will also decrease stress and the number of overwhelming 

variables. Finally, and perhaps the least advantageous solution, the founder can chose to 

place a new leader into the decision-making position. This would be for circumstances 

in which the founder is unable to successfully manage activities, and they have chosen 

to allow a more qualified individual (or individuals) the power to determine what 

direction the company will follow. This is not the ideal situation for a business owner 

who feels attached to their venture, since it is likely the firm will transition to a new 

approach under different leadership. 

Whether or not the founder of a business decides to maintain leadership, we suggest that 

they use the sophisticated strategic business plan as described above to develop a clear 

and concise description of business objectives and strategies. Having a communicable 

plan that is easy to understand will be a huge benefit when managing employees, or 

transitioning the company to new leadership. 

7.1.3. Premature or Rapid Expansion 

Often when a business begins to experience the first signs of success, they face a 

decision in which they are not fully prepared. In the case of SB 1, they were presented 

with the chance to work with a large client that had the potential to provide many 

opportunities; the only disadvantage is that they did not have the proper organizational 

structure to operate at the necessary level. As stated previously, Barber et al., (1989, p. 

17) recognized this situation and has agreed that should be considered as an important 

barrier. This is a common occurrence in companies with early success and is directly 

related to the main barrier, or the absence of a capable strategic plan. The possibility of 

success will often take precedence over the fact that there is not a suitable structure or 

plan in place, and the entrepreneur will find themself back in the situation in which they 

became overwhelmed with fundamental tasks and unable to promote anymore growth. 

Additionally, it is important for companies in this situation to maintain a high quality of 
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service. Dobbs & Hamilton, (2007, pp. 297-299) have suggested hiring professional 

employees so that business leaders can delegate some tasks and instead focus on 

managerial needs. However, some panicked business owners may hire unsatisfactory 

employees just to have extra help, and this can be damaging to the firm in the long-term. 

A business owner or manager must never sacrifice quality for a seemingly easy solution. 

Fortunately, this barrier can be eliminated by creating a sophisticated strategic plan, in 

which the structures of the company are reevaluated at different stages in the life cycle. 

7.1.4. Lack of Resources 

Handling a lack of resources was not a barrier we had originally considered when 

gathering our theoretical information, but it was something we felt was necessary to 

include once meeting with our interview participants. This challenge includes 

insufficient financial resources, the need for more employees, or other types of business 

assets (including the need of a technological upgrade). The methods of dealing with this 

barrier truly depend on the type of resources needed, and therefore each circumstance 

must be dealt with individually. 

7.1.5. Lack of Proper Knowledge 

The business leader’s lack of proper knowledge was also not a barrier we had included 

in our theoretical data. This particular barrier refers to the lack of knowledge a firm’s 

owner has about daily business tasks or information pertaining to the external 

environment. Our study has shown that owners or managers, who do not have sufficient 

knowledge about the day-to-day activities of running a business, or how to handle a 

particular challenge, are in danger of damaging the venture. This is especially harmful 

when the business leader is unaware of this lack of knowledge, since solutions may be 

implemented that deteriorate the situation further. In order to prevent this barrier, 

business owners and managers need to be honest with themselves and each other, or 

seek external support from professionals. When an organizational leader is not 

knowledgeable about proper business tactics, we suggest contacting a qualified 

consultant. 

7.2. Answers to Problem Statement 
The answers to our two initial questions (presented at the beginning of this paper) have 

been discovered using the primary and theoretical information collected and discussed 

previously in detail. However, we would like to summarize these solutions to provide 

the reader with a more definitive and concise conclusion. 

Q: What are the root causes for minimal growth in small businesses that have been in 

operation for more than 4 years? 

The most prominent root cause for minimal growth in small businesses has been 

identified as a lack of strategic growth, specifically in regards to sophisticated plans that 

receive consistent attention. Subsequently, barriers such as: entrepreneurial attitude, 

premature or rapid expansion, lack of resources, and lack of proper knowledge are 

considered to be common as well. 

Q: How can small businesses improve in a way that removes the impact of barriers? 

Our investigation has not revealed any general, clear-cut strategies for removing the 

impact of barriers. Instead, it seems that the most effective method of protecting a 

business is for firm owners to understand and recognize the barriers they have, then 

work to eliminate them individually. While this may seem simple, we can see from our 

interview participants and theoretical data collection that this method is typically 
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overlooked. Owners are often overwhelmed from daily tasks and do not take the time to 

properly analyze the state of their company. In the long-term, this may negatively affect 

their business. For these circumstances, we would suggest for small business owners to 

seek external help, whether through a hired consultant or a knowledgeable colleague, in 

order for daily tasks to continue at a normal pace while obstacles are tackled. 

However, it is beneficial to consider the importance of sophisticated strategic planning 

in regards to achieving success. While our results may not have provided a specific 

guaranteed strategy to remove the impact of barriers, we feel that the high correlation 

between success and sophisticated strategic planning is able to prevent them. The need 

for developing a detailed business plan applies to all firms, and may be the most useful 

tool in combating obstacles. 

7.3. Implications 
We have discovered that barriers are not the only factors affecting the success of a 

business. Even if two companies share a common set of barriers and implement similar 

solutions, other factors of the company may vary (for instance, the industry a firm is 

involved with, or the type of leadership style used by a CEO). This means that there will 

never be a truly generalized solution to fix the barriers of each individual firm. The fact 

that there are so many intricate variables involved with finding a solution to each barrier 

of each firm makes generalization almost impossible. Since all newly established 

businesses must progress through Death Valley to a certain degree, we believe that 

strategies should be designed specifically for the company in order to be most effective, 

and that qualified consultants can help to provide the most appropriate solutions. 

Our theoretical implications come from our primary data analysis and shows that a lack 

of strategic planning, entrepreneurial attitude and premature or rapid expansion are the 

major barriers in the lives of small businesses, since these barriers were mentioned both 

in the theoretical findings and also by our interview participants. The remaining two 

barriers identified in our theoretical findings were not discussed to a great extent by our 

participants; however we found that they collectively mentioned two additional barriers: 

a lack of resources and lack of proper knowledge. For further research, these additional 

barriers could be included as theoretical framework and act as a foundation to determine 

why these barriers were not considered highly important in existing studies. Reasons 

why these two barriers have not been highlighted can depend on various aspects; for 

example, some barriers change due to global economics. One possibility could be to 

extend the research to include an investigation for how barriers change over time, or 

based on global events. For instance, one of our additional barriers (having a lack of 

resources) could be a consequence of the latest economic crisis. 

7.5. Limitations 
When conducting our investigation, there are factors that limit the study and may inhibit 

the correct results; therefore the audience should take these limitations into 

consideration while reading this research.  

Given that this thesis is written at the Bachelor's level, the opportunity given to write is 

only ten weeks at the end of the spring semester. Not only does this give us a time 

constraint, but it also presents challenges specific to the months of the thesis which is 

the peak tax season for companies in this location and also a period with many national 

holidays in which companies do not work. Many of our potential research participants 

had to decline because they were so busy during this time. When so many potential 

participants turned down our request for information, we were forced to expand our 
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requests internationally, which took time out of other aspects of thesis writing and 

ultimately constrained our time further. 

Additionally, this thesis is written in English while being conducted in a Swedish 

speaking country. When necessary, the interviews have been conducted in Swedish, but 

have then been translated into English for the purpose of this paper. We also 

interviewed professionals from other countries in English. In effort to decrease the 

possibility of error or misunderstanding, interviews and responses will be attached in 

both English and Swedish. Even then, there is still the possibility that a translated 

document will not properly exemplify the meaning of the interviewee, especially in the 

circumstance in which we are interviewing participants in a language that is not native. 

The outcome of the study also depends on if qualitative or quantitative approach is 

implemented. If for example the survey would be done instead it could give a little bit 

different results as it focuses at different aspects.  

In regards to our interview participants, many companies are not keen on revealing 

classified information about how they run their business. There is the possibility that, 

even when implementing ethical interview strategies, the participants have not given 

complete or valid answers in order to protect company secrets. 

7.6. Further Research 
We would like to suggest further research on the concept of “Death Valley” and why 

some companies produce little to zero growth after previously successful years. Since 

there has not been very much research done in this field, we suggest additional 

exploratory studies to gain a better grasp and understanding. It would be beneficial for 

both business owners and academics to understand why small businesses in developed 

countries mature as they do, and what changes can be made during the creation of a 

venture to prevent failure in Death Valley. Alternatively, conducting a quantitative 

study would provide measurable data for determining the affect certain barriers have on 

a business. 

Also, there is very little knowledge on the barriers found in developed countries, since 

most research has been conducted in developing countries. The barriers and 

circumstances of these undeveloped countries differ tremendously from the more 

stabilized, or developed countries. Furthermore, even though external, social aspects 

(such as government, legislation, taxation, etc.) have not been discussed in our 

investigation, these factors greatly affect a country. Due to the distinct attitudes toward 

entrepreneurship and small businesses, the barriers can be vastly different and hard to 

compare. 

Additionally, it could be interesting to measure the awareness of business owners to the 

realistic challenges affecting their firms, as well as the relationship between 

entrepreneurial attitude and personality traits of the business leaders to the success of a 

company. 
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8. Truth Criteria 

This chapter discusses the truthfulness and reliability of the study. 

Truth criteria in a qualitative study differs slightly from quantitative research. While a 

quantitative study uses criteria such as reliability, replication, and validity, the 

qualitative investigation utilizes credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability (Bryman & Bell, 2007, pp. 41-43). They all cover similar aspects and are 

discussed later in this chapter.  

8.1. Credibility 
The credibility of an investigation determines if the study is believable. In terms of 

academic sources, our study is credible (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 225-226). All articles 

were downloaded through Umeå University’s account from databases such as Emerald, 

Business Source Premier, European Council for Small Businesses and Entrepreneurship 

(EBSCO), Google Scholar, or Web of Science. These databases can all be considered 

reliable sources, as all articles have been peer-reviewed and checked several times 

before being published. In regards to the methodology books used, we scanned a variety 

in order to get an understanding of the different theories, philosophies and studies. The 

outcome of a study can vary depending on who conducted the research, what views they 

have on reality, and the participants of the primary data collection. However, if a similar 

study were to be conducted shortly after our research is published using the same 

conditions, we believe that the results would be the same. 

8.2. Transferability 
The transferability of a study determines whether the results of this research could be 

applied in another context (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 194). Qualitative research usually 

focuses on a smaller target group in order to collect more detailed information to 

analyze. We find it difficult to promote a high level of transferability for this study 

because even if it was repeated exactly and the barriers were to appear the same, the 

opinions of how to improve or eliminate the obstacles and recommended strategies for 

success may differ depending on the company’s work environment, industry, leadership 

style, etc. Our results do not reflect all the needs and challenges of every single small 

business, but instead should be viewed as a platform from which to begin a customized 

exploration. 

While this study is commissioned for BCM-QMS, it can also be beneficial to various 

other segments: 

● Small business owners who want to improve and develop their companies; 

● Those who are interested in small business entrepreneurship; 

● Other consulting firms who would like to re-evaluate their strategies. 

8.3. Dependability 
The concept of dependability is similar to the transferability criteria presented above, 

but instead determines if the study will still be applicable at a different time. To some 

extent, the findings of our study can be applied to a different time, but as mentioned 

previously, the most common barriers a company faces and how to best eliminate them 

can change over time. It may be interesting to repeat this study over a longer period of 

time to find major changes in the results on a longer timeline (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 

194). 

  



41 

8.4. Confirmability 
Confirmability explores the insolvency of the research writers; determining whether 

their values have been compromised, and if so, to what level (Bryman & Bell, 2007, p. 

42). In comparison to a quantitative study, a qualitative research is guided by the 

writer’s assumptions, specifically in how they perceived the interview responses. For 

this study, we used perceptions and knowledge that we considered relevant in the most 

objective manner, and did not involve our personal opinions (nor those of our 

commissioner) into this investigation. 
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Appendix  

Appendix 1: Interview Guide - English 

QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEW 

Name: 

Position: 

Company: 

City: 

Date and Time of Interview: 

GENERAL QUESTIONS 

 Tell us about yourself: (what is your position in the company, describe the 

business and when it was established, future plans, etc.) 

 Have you heard expression “Valley of Death” in a business context? 

o If yes: in what context have you heard this, and can you explain what this 

expression means? 

o If no: what do you think it means? 

 What do you consider is the biggest challenge for small, established ventures? 

 Who is responsible to eliminate or minimize these obstacles? 

 In your opinion, what role should the owner have in maturing their business? 

  TO CONSULTING COMPANIES 

 Do you work with SME (small-medium enterprise) clients? 

o What constitutes a SME client for your company? 

 Are there any specific strategies that can be used to consult a small business? 

(How does that differ for a small business client to a larger businesses client? 

What’s the difference?)  

 Can you name 5-10 barriers a small business faces after the start-up phase? 

 What would you suggest to minimize the impact of these barriers on a firm? 

 What actions do the most successful firms take to reach their goals? 

  

FOR SMALL BUSINESSES 

 Have you ever been in contact with a consulting company? 

o If yes: 

 What pushed you to contact that consulting company? 

 How old was your business when a consulting company was first 

contacted? 

o If no, please explain why you chose not to contact a consulting company. 

 In your opinion, what barriers has your company faced? 

o If they’ve worked with a consultant: Were these barriers different from 

what the consultant considered them to be? 

 When you came across a barrier, how did you react/proceed? 

o Was the whole company involved? 

o Ask about actions they took at the time, did they help, and what were the 

results? (financial, employee satisfaction, customer satisfaction, better 

margins, etc.)  
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide - Swedish 
FRÅGOR FÖR INTERVJU 

Namn: 

Jobbtitel/Anställning: 

Företag: 

Stad: 

Datum och tid för intervju: 

ALLMÄNNA FRÅGOR TILL ALLA INTERVJUADE 

 Berätta lite om dig själv: (vilken position du har, vad företaget gör och dess 

planer för framtiden, etc.) 

 Har du hört uttrycket “Valley of Death”? 

o Om ja: I vilket sammanhang har du hört det? Förklara med egna ord vad 

det innebär 

o Om nej: Förklara vad du tror detta kan innebära 

 Vad tror du är det största problemet för små etablerade företag? 

 Vem anser du är ansvarig för att eliminera dessa barriärer?  

 Vilken roll anser du att företagets ägare har när det gäller företagets utveckling? 

FRÅGOR TILL KONSULTFÖRETAG  

 Har du/företaget klienter som är SME-företag? 

o Hur definierar ni ett SME-företag? 

 Är det några specifika strategier som kan användas för att konsultera små 

företag? (Hur dessa kan skiljas mellan stora och små företag?) 

 Skulle du kunna namnge 5-10 barriärer som små företag påträffar efter deras 

start-up fas? 

 Vad tror du skulle minimiera effekterna av dessa barriärer för ett företag? 

 Vilka strategier använder sig de mest framgångsrika företagen av för att nå sina 

mål? 

FRÅGOR TILL SMÅ FÖRETAG 

 Har du varit i kontakt med en konsultföretag? 

o Om ja: 

 Vilka orsaker ledde till att du tog kontakt med konsultföretag? 

 Hur gammal var företaget när den tog först kontakt med en 

konsult? 

o Om nej, förklara varför bestämde du dig att inte göra det.  

 Enligt din åsikt, vilka var barriär som ditt företag hade? 

o Var de annorlunda från de som konsultföretaget ansåg de vara?                  

  

 De ändringarna som har gjorts har de förbättrat företagets resultat?  

o Var hela företaget inblandat?  

o Fråga vilka åtgärder de tog  under tiden, har de hjälpt och till vilket 

resultat det ledde? (till ex. finansiellt ställning, tillfredsställelse av 

anställda , kundernas tillfredsställelse, bättre marginaler, etc.) 
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