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Abstract / Summary 

Our study aims to establish facts not fictions regarding micro and macro factors affecting 

the sustainable growth of small and medium size enterprises that are owned by Gambians 

in the Gambia. The life cycle of a business demonstrates how entrepreneurs turn ideas into 

startups that go through a survival stage which they later transform into a rapid growth 

stage until they reach the maturity stage where they can either diversify or start whole new 

ventures. Growing up in the Gambia, we have seen how so many Gambians will start a 

small or medium size business and within a short period of time mostly, (one or two 

years) will have their business ventures running at a loss and quit operations. Only a 

handful of Gambian entrepreneurs have established SMEs that have gone through all the 

different stages of a successful business life cycle and stayed in business for over two 

decades. On the contrary, the Gambian business environment is seen as a perfect 

opportunity to exploit for so many non-Gambian entrepreneurs who originate from the 

neighbouring countries like Senegal, Guinea, Mali, and Nigeria. These non-Gambian 

entrepreneurs usually invest in SMEs and within a few years of their operations, their 

ventures become highly profitable, attain growth, and sustainably maintain their grip on 

the Gambian market. Previous research is filled with general issues that affect the 

sustainable growth of SMEs in the Gambia and does not distinguish between Gambian 

and non-Gambians SMEs. There is limited research to show specifically why non- 

Gambian SMEs are performing better than Gambian SMEs. To make sense of all these 

issues, we embarked on this research to find answers that can trigger the beginning of 

understanding why Gambian-owned SMEs struggle to attain sustainable growth. 

With the application of qualitative research techniques and well-planned research 

approach, we were able to include some Gambian SMEs industry players in our studies 

and collected data that led us to attain some level of understanding why Gambian owned 

SMEs struggle to attain sustainable growth. In our findings, we realized that 80% of our 

respondents do not have the required level of skills and knowledge needed for an 

entrepreneur to succeed in business. This as a result has made necessity-based 

entrepreneurship the prevailing approach to business for a large majority of our research 

participants. In addition, the low level of skills makes it very cumbersome for these 

entrepreneurs to withstand other challenges they face in the macro environment, thus their 

inability to sustain their ventures. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Topic selection 

From the onset we were very clear about what to focus our research on. We knew as 

business development majors our research should be centred around Gambian 

businesses. What we weren't clear about was specifically, what area of the Gambian 

business environment we should focus our thesis on. We are fully conscious of the fact 

that the majority of Gambian owned businesses failed immediately at their introduction or 

at some point in their life cycle and hardly will you find any small and medium size 

business in the Gambia that was there for more than three decades. This triggered our first 

topic that focussed on understanding the role played by the financial institution, venture 

capitals and angel investors in moulding the current state of the Gambian business 

environment. Along the line we brainstormed and agreed that just focusing entirely on the 

macro environmental factors affecting Gambian SMEs might leave a lot of important 

micro antecedents that collectively yield the current state of business for small and 

medium sized enterprises (SMEs) in the Gambia. We then decided to widen our focus to 

look at generally all possible antecedents, ranging from micro issues like capabilities 

(dynamic and threshold capabilities), the porter's five forces considerations to macro 

issues like economic, social, politically, technologically amongst other factors that all 

juxtapose and made venturing in small and medium size businesses in Gambia a no go 

area for Gambians while non-Gambians are thriving well on the same market. 

The concept of entrepreneurship is magnified as the engine of economic growth and 

development, (Fatoki, O. 2014, p. 922) - therefore if unemployment is the major problem 

in sub-Saharan Africa, the creation of Small and medium sized businesses can be a 

solution to solving unemployment, low productivity and illegal migration (Endris, E., & 

Kassegn, A. 2022, p. 1). The Gambia being a country in sub-Saharan Africa will equally 

benefit from studies that ultimately reveal findings that can indicate the importance of 

entrepreneurship for enhancing its development. As a result, we have decided to 

investigate and understand the factors affecting the Gambian owned small and medium 

sized businesses as to why there are a lot of failures. The significant role of small and 

medium sized businesses in the growth of economies of countries is crucial and therefore 

understanding of why they mostly fail is key to the stability and health of a country’s 

economy (Fatoki, O. 2014, p. 922). 

The Gambia has a unique case when it comes to growth of SMEs as majority of SMEs 

thriving well in the Gambia are foreign own and in order to ensure the country have a 

healthy growing economy, it will be quite prudent to have a vibrant SMEs sector that is 

characterized by dominant national enterprises that can dominate the local market. Our 

goal is not to generally understand the factors affecting all the SMEs in the Gambia, but to 

specifically understand why Gambian owned small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) 

are not performing up to expectations. We believed that if the majority of foreign owned 

businesses in the country are succeeding then it is important to know why Gambian owned 

businesses are not succeeding. We want to critically study all the factors responsible for 
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this phenomena ranging from the smallest of issues to the largest issues and provide some 

level of explanation that can help our policy makers and aspiring investors to make 

informed decisions in helping Gambian SMEs. 

1.2 Problem Background 

The Gambia is a small, fragile country in West Africa and has a population of 2.5 million. 

Stretching 450 km along the Gambia River, the country (10,689 square kilometers) is 

surrounded by Senegal, except for a 60-km Atlantic Oceanfront. Most of the population 

(57%) is concentrated around urban and peri-urban centres and over 60% of the 

population are youths, (www.gbosdata.org). However, since the country attained 

independence in 1965, it has made some great strides on some indicators of development 

for example increasing access to education, infrastructural development, and health care 

services. The education system of the Gambia is still developing but has factored the 

training of entrepreneurs since inception through the teaching of subjects like business 

management, economics, and commerce from tertiary level up to undergraduate level. 

However, one key area that the Gambians continue to struggle for almost 57 years of 

nationhood is the creation of successful sustainable home base entrepreneurial ventures 

like small and medium size businesses that maintain a steady growth for decades 

compared to neighbouring countries in west Africa. It is a fact that the Gambia is a 

developing country and lacks the required resources to scale up its development initiatives 

and the lack of enough resources negatively affects people's creativity, (Shepherd et. al p. 

87). 

Despite the lack of sufficient resources, it is the duty of every government to improve the 

conditions in their country. The Gambia government has implemented a series of 

programs geared towards entrepreneurial development in order to curb the rising 

unemployment level of 85% of the population (world bank report on Gambia 2019). The 

mass migration of the youthful population illegally to the west through the Mediterranean 

Sea is an indication of the failure of these government policies to nurture nascent talent 

and skills. Because if a policy does not improve the creativity of people, they cannot grow 

in whatever undertakings they are embarking on. Good policies are supposed to cater for 

inclusive growth to answer the question of to what extent does the implementation of an 

innovation that will improve the social and economic well-being of communities that have 

structurally been denied access to resources, capabilities, and opportunities (Shepherd et. 

al p. 89). 

The success of policy implementation also depends on the attitude and level of motivation 

of the beneficiary, Dencker et. al (2021, p. 61). The current state of the business 

environment in the Gambia cannot be attributed to only the lack of inclusive policies 

(Shepherd. Et al p. 89). A critical look in understanding what role if any being played by 

the citizenry, especially those that had established small and medium sized enterprises and 

the level of commitments they invest in sustaining those enterprises will be important. 

Because people have different motives for starting an entrepreneurial venture. In a 

developing country like the Gambia characterized with higher levels of unemployment 

and poverty, the motivation levels of individuals to start a business will tend to differ. 

Some individuals will decide to establish business ventures to simply attain some basic 

needs of life while others will want to satisfy a more sophisticated need of life like a sense 

of self-fulfilment as argued by Maslow's hierarchy of needs in Dencker et. al (2021, p.64). 

This means that an entrepreneur's prior wishes or need based entrepreneurship (Dencker 

et. al (2021, p. 63) influence the level of passion, dedication, resource acquisition efforts, 

longevity and outcomes of many entrepreneurial ventures. Further, looking at the 
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dynamics of Gambian small and medium size entrepreneurs in the country’s business 

environment it can be observed that it is more favourable to external investors (SMEs) 

than local based investors and that makes it very crucial to study and understand what 

drives and motivates Gambians to venture in small and medium size enterprises and why 

they find it difficult to sustain their ventures. Viewing this with the lens of, Weber et. al 

(2022, p. 3) describes two important phenomena that drive people in sub-Saharan Africa 

into becoming entrepreneurs namely opportunity entrepreneurs and necessity 

entrepreneurs. Are Gambian small and medium size entrepreneurs opportunistic by 

venturing in business and activities that guarantee promising market opportunities or are 

Gambian small and medium size businesses entrepreneurs necessitated by lack of viable 

options and pursued business activities out of need when other livelihood options, such as 

wage employment, are seemingly absent, or less attractive, practicable, or remunerative ( 

Weber et. al (2022, p. 4). Could this be true in the Gambia? Not yet proven but it is so 

relevant to trigger the urge to understand the pattern through which Gambian small and 

medium size enterprises had appeared and disappeared over the last five decades. Like in 

other developing economies in Africa, interest in entrepreneurship is rapidly increasing 

(Weber et. al p.2) and this is true of the Gambia where non-Gambian entrepreneurs are 

predominantly gaining a fair share of the Gambian market to the peril of Gambian owned 

business enterprise. Therefore, the need to critically analyse the business environment 

with some of the active and passive players calls for this study. 

1.3 Thesis Purpose 

This thesis is based on one of the most important sectors of the Gambian economy 

(commerce), and it revolves around small and medium size businesses (SMEs) pioneered 

and owned by Gambians. The importance of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

in a country’s economic development is undisputable (Sond Dang-Duc, 2011, p. 2). Small 

and medium sized businesses have a great potential to impact a country’s economy in 

terms of achieving sustainable development goals (Endris, E., & Kassegn, A. 2022, p. 2). 

Thus, the aim of this study is geared towards understanding the factors affecting 

sustainable growth of Gambian owned small and medium sized businesses. First, it is 

important to note that most foreign owned SMEs in the Gambia registered greater 

achievements in terms of growth and sustainability which has resulted in the majority of 

the country’s small and medium sized businesses owned by foreign nationals. 

Our purpose of writing this thesis therefore is to understand the various antecedents that 

are negatively affecting the sustainable growth of Gambian owned small and medium 

sized businesses by critically studying why so many Gambian startups fail to grow, 

studying challenges faced by Gambian SMEs that are able to pass startup face and 

experience slow growth and also study the factors that led to the success of the few 

Gambian owned SMEs that thrive amidst the prevailing business environment . Further, 

an in-depth enquiry to enable us to understand these issues will focus our attention on the 

perceptions of proprietors of some of these businesses and what they believed to be the 

main factors affecting their businesses. This will further involve trying to understand the 

part played by the external environments of these business ventures which include some 

public and private institutions whose main roles are to help in the creation of an enabling 

environment for these business ventures (SMEs) to thrive and meet their goals. 

1.4 THESIS OBJECTIVES 

Our research aim is to trigger an understanding of these endemic factors that are 

responsible for the rapid failure of so many Gambian - owned small and medium sized 

enterprises. An important objective of this study will also be to focus on contributing 
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toward literature that can somehow explain why Gambian -owned SMEs find it difficult to 

achieve sustainable growth thus showing the factors responsible for the large gap in terms 

of success rate between Gambian SMEs and non-Gambian SMEs. Because there is 

inadequate research done on this area, our contribution will aim to explain why so many 

Gambian owned SMEs fail to successfully move through the entire stages of a business 

life cycle from introduction, survival, rapid growth, maturity or even to diversification. 

We also intend to contribute to understanding and explaining some of the actual reasons 

that makes Gambian - owned small and medium size enterprises rapidly go from 

introduction of their businesses and quickly to exit without attaining any growth to 

diversify locally or internationally compared to non-Gambian small and medium 

enterprises that dominate the Gambian market. The past five decades showed a rapid rise 

of non-Gambian - owned small and medium size enterprises across the entire country. 

According to the Gambia government ministry of trade, employment, and regional 

integration website (motie.gm), over 80% of all corner shops in every city, town and 

village in the Gambia are owned by non-Gambian entrepreneurs that continue to grow and 

strengthen their grip on the economy. Why is it that the large majority of Gambian - 

owned small and medium size enterprises quickly die out and even the few that manage to 

survive the storm and become highly diversified and expanded are prone to die 

immediately the founders die. Finding answers to these salient questions and contributing 

immensely towards research on this area is the main aims and objectives of this thesis. 

1.5 EXPECTED RESULTS 

This thesis expects to achieve results relative to the field of entrepreneurship with a 

special focus on small and medium size enterprises that are owned by Gambians in The 

Gambia. Because there is lack of adequate research on the research topic to explain why 

so many SMEs owned by Gambians are not sustainable and that being the case, we are 

optimistic that the findings of this study will partially contribute to literature that can fill 

the gap in attempting to explain the challenges and opportunities encountered by 

Gambian owned SMEs which all combines to ultimately define the SMEs business 

industry for Gambian entrepreneurs. Further, the findings of this research might reveal 

the challenges faced by SMEs operating in the Gambia, however it might help to provide a 

new dimension of understanding of these challenges in the context of those faced by small 

scale entrepreneurs considered to be Gambians compared to non-Gambian SMEs. In 

addition, the results might reveal new challenges and even potential opportunities for 

Gambian owned SMEs or it can simply strengthen the existing literature. Finding these 

challenges and opportunities faced by Gambian owned SMEs will provide both policy 

makers and Gambian entrepreneurs the ability to make informed decisions in shaping the 

SMEs business environment and efforts geared towards sustaining entrepreneurial 

ventures owned by Gambians and to some extent even non-Gambians respectively. 

1.6 DELIMITATIONS 

The main goal of this study is to focus on only Gambian owned SMEs. The SMEs 

industry in the Gambian is diverse and involves so many players who are Gambians and 

others non-Gambians. However, these studies exempted those SMEs that are non- 

Gambians even though it is as a result of their good performance in the Gambian market 

that triggered the urge to conduct these studies and be able to find answers for some of the 

questions we have regarding Gambian - owned SMEs. The answers we will have from this 

study will not serve as a benchmark to fully understand all the issues affecting the 

sustainable growth of Gambian - owned SMEs even though it will be enough to trigger 

some understanding of the issues affecting their growth. Our goal is to reveal what 
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capabilities Gambian entrepreneurs focussed on SMEs have or did not have and also dig a 

little deeper into the macro environment to look at specific issues in it that we think are 

relevant in understanding the issues affecting Gambian -owned SMEs sustainable growth. 

1.7 Research Question. 

Our argumentation above depicts an enquiry approach towards a salient general issue 

affecting the business environment in the Gambia. Our strategy is to embark on an 

exploratory approach in understanding a long-standing phenomenon that many people 

took for granted and generally accept the status-co by believing that only foreign own 

small and medium size entrepreneurs are bound to succeed in the Gambian market. We 

want to start a process of understanding why Gambian - owned SMEs hardly go through 

all the stages of a successful business life cycle and that is why we came up with this 

research topic below; 

RESEARCH TOPIC: Towards Understanding Factors that hinder the sustainable 

growth of Gambian - owned SMEs. 

We intend to do this study by looking at what factors are responsible for this at an 

individual level in terms of capabilities (Dynamic and threshold capabilities). 

What factors affect small and medium size business environments from the angle of 

competitiveness in terms of Porter’s five forces from the introduction of the ventures 

through all the stages of the business life cycle. 

Further, we will also use a bigger lens to ask what macro environmental factors ranging 

from political, economic, social, technological, ecological, and legal factors are affecting 

small and 

medium sized entrepreneurs. To be able to do this study, we are going to find answers for 

the following research questions; 

1. Why do Gambian owned SMEs struggle to attain sustainable growth? 

2. What can be done to make Gambian owned SMEs attain sustainable growth? 

We then develop a questionnaire that will guide our interview with our research 

participants and below are the research questions we developed to guide our interview 

discussion with all our research respondents. 

1. What motivate Gambian entrepreneurs to venture in small and medium 

size business 

2. How do Gambian business owners perceive their own businesses and the 

business environment in Gambia? 

3. How do Gambian business owners help each other to grow? 

4. What are the main challenges faced by Gambian-owned small and medium 

sized businesses in Gambia when it comes to sustainability? (PESTEL) 

4.1 In the macro political environment we will ask about government policy, 

political stability, corruption, tax policy and trade restrictions and they affect 

Gambian SMEs 
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4.2 In the macro-economic environment we will ask about economic growth, 

interest rates, inflation rates and unemployment rates and how these affect 

Gambian SMEs. 

4.3 In the macro Social environment we will ask about career attitudes, lifestyle 

attitudes, cultural barriers, and population growth rates and these affect Gambian 

SMEs 

4.4 In the macro technological environment we will ask about the level of 

innovation, technological change and technological awareness and how these 

affect Gambian SMEs. 

4.5 In the macro legal environment, we will ask about the discrimination laws 

and consumer protection.  

 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAME OF REFERENCE 

The theoretical frame of reference begins with defining what a small and medium size 

enterprise means in the context of our research. This is followed by a critical review of the 

ways through which small and medium size businesses attain sustainable growth in a 
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competitive world. We delved into different theories of SMEs growth and looked at how 

SMEs differ in reaching growth objectives. Further, to gain an in-depth understanding of 

growth theories, we looked into various challenges that SMEs are faced with affecting 

their sustainable growth and also tries to ascertain what benefits SMEs can have for 

achieving sustainable growth through external factors like, competitors, networks and 

partners. To give more understanding of how people decide to be entrepreneurs we look 

into theories that explain the different types of entrepreneurs. Finally, we expand our 

inquiry to also look at how lack of or availability of sound business models for SMEs 

could explain why so many SMEs struggle to attain sustainable growth. 

2.1 Small and Medium Sized Enterprises 

Small and medium sized businesses or enterprises are businesses whose assets, 

production, revenues, and number of employees are below a certain limit or threshold 

(Inyang, B. J. 2013, p. 125). They serve as the backbone of an economy whether referring 

to a random state or a world economy (Robu, M. 2013, p. 84). SMEs are characterized as 

an instrument to transform the society, creating employment, and spreading 

entrepreneurship;( Hanulokova et. al, 2021, p. 3) Vuvor, 2011). 

Firstly, according (Robu, M. 2013, p. 85), literature does not provide any universally 

accepted definition of ‘SMEs’ as there are several approaches to them. Secondly, SMEs 

are complex business organizations as they are often defined variously, in terms of gross 

assets value, turnover, ownership structure, and the number of employees, and play a 

significant role worldwide in terms of economic, environmental, and social impact on 

society (Inyang, B. J. 2013, p. 123). Moreover, the definition of SMEs varies in context 

across countries, industries, organizations, and the academic community (Inyang, B. J. 

2013, p. 125). In addition, the threshold and limit of SMEs definitions changes according 

to the economic size of countries and its GDP. SMEs phrases have economic meaning 

rather than legal definition and most countries across the globe believe that the number of 

employees is a common measurement of SMEs (Keskgn, H., et al., 2010, p. 184). In 

addition, According to Ward (2005), there is no universal definition for SMEs, since the 

definition depends on who is defining it and where it is being defined. For Example, in 

America, the precise definition of small-scale, medium-scale and large-scale industry 

varies depending upon numerous factors. The American government specifies SMEs in 

two ways which are – the number of employees and the amount of revenues. On the basis 

of the number of employees, a small business having less than 500 employees is 

considered as an SME ;( Hanulokova et. al, 2021, p.7). Country wises the criteria to 

decide a business as an SME varies. Particularly in India, Small Scale Industrial Units are 

those who are engaged in the manufacturing, processing or preservation of goods and the 

total investment in plant and machinery (original cost) does not exceed by Rupees One 

Crore1 ;( Hanulokova et. al, 2021, p. 9) . The investment limit of Rupees 1 crore for 

classification as SSI has been enhanced to Rupees 5 crore in respect of certain specified 

items under hosiery, hand tools, drugs, pharmaceuticals, stationery items and sports goods 

(Ministry of SME, Govt. of India, 2015). It has been observed that small scale industrial 

sector in India has been facing competitive environment due to the formation of the World 

Trade Organization (WTO), forcing its member-countries (including India) to drastically 

scale down quantitative and non-quantitative restrictions on imports and domestic 

economic reforms ;( Hanulokova et. al, 2021, p.13). 

However, it is globally proven that SMEs play a crucial role in national economies and 

serve as a building block of economic growth and sustainability. They often represent the 

first job, the first step in a career and the first step to the world of entrepreneurship for 

business owners (Savlovschi, L. I., & Robu, N. R. 2011, p. 278). it occupies a place of 
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importance in the economy of all labor surplus countries. It has been widely accepted that 

the huge expansion of small-scale industries largely depends on number of factors like the 

provision of raw materials, cheap labor, technical advice, systematic marketing of their 

product and where necessary safeguards against intensive competition by large scale 

manufacture as well as training of the workers in the use of best available technique 

(Ackah & Vuvor, 2011). SMEs provide the strength of elements of the ‘balance’ income 

spectrum and this balance attains importance in terms of both economic and social sides- 

thus further serves as a source of new ideas and discoveries (Keskgn, H., et al., 2010, p. 

185). 

Mostly, these businesses provide the room for incubating and introducing new products 

and services to the society. Similarly, they are the source of income and employment to 

millions of people globally especially in Africa (Muriithi, S. M. 2017, p. 39). The 

importance of SMEs in world economics cannot be underestimated, (Oluwayemisi et. al 

2020, p.412). Particularly in the African context, it is important, considering its multi- 

developmental challenges. To achieve the objective of economic integration through 

competitiveness, employment generation and income distribution in most African 

countries, SMEs assume an important role, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.412). 

Furthermore, not only do SMEs control the sub-Saharan African private sector, but its 

prospect is also pitched around small-scale industries, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.412). 

There-fore, a comprehensive growth strategy engaging SMEs would attain the dual 

objective of job creation with the cooperative empowerment of the African people for 

long-term development, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.412). 

 

 

Furthermore, small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) have significant roles in the 

world economy and are regarded as the driving force of economic growth and have a great 

impact on the economic activity of most countries (Keskgn, H., et al., 2010, p. 186). Small 

and medium scale enterprises are quasi-subsidiary organizations which employ very few 

staff. As indicated by the European Union (EU), small and medium scale enterprises are 

classified under the micro, small and medium-sized enterprises, which employ less than 

250 people and have a yearly turnover or surpassing €50 million. In Nigeria, small and 

medium scale enterprises were defined by the Central Bank of Nigeria in its monetary 

policies circular no.22 of 1988 as enterprises with a yearly turnover of ₦500,000 

(Mekwunye, 2018). Small and medium scale enterprises are organizations which are 

described among other things by their infrastructure or capital, scope and value of 

projects, yearly turnover, financial strength, and number of employees. Small and medium 

scale enterprises have played key roles in developing countries such as job creation, 

sparking creativity/innovation, among others, thus leading to their nation’s economic 

development. Developed countries such as Germany, South Korea, United Kingdom and 

United States of America, all have SMEs as their major boost in their economic standing 

(Kedogo, 2013). According to Uk construction (2018), the United Kingdom’s economy is 

based on 99% of small and medium scale enterprise (SME, 2017). The Bank of Negara, 

Malaysia, revised their definition of small and medium scale enterprises simplifying it into 

two categories: manufacturing and service and other sectors. In manufacturing, small and 

medium scale enterprises are defined with an annual turnover of RM50 million with full- 

time employees not exceeding 200 while services and other sectors have an annual 

turnover of RM20 million with employees of 75 individuals. Finally, SMEs are recently 

gaining importance in developing countries as they play a successful role in creation of 

employment, arrangement of income and most importantly help in poverty reduction in 

most societies (Keskgn, H., et al., 2010, p. 183). 
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Economic activities are considered informal because they operate outside the law and 

account for a significant part of income and employment in most developing countries, 

(Donath et. al 2018, p.448). The informal sector enables people from all walks of life to 

obtain power and control over their own means of subsistence (Muller, 2005; Muller and 

Posel, 2004) and to flexibly explore their talents, skills, and opportunities by starting the 

entrepreneurial journey at a very basic level, (Donath et. al 2018, p.448). However, these 

activities are unrecorded, legally unrecognised, and unprotected (Williams and Nadin, 

2010). Most operators grapple with hostility, unpredictability, and lack of property rights, 

(Donath et. al 2018, p.448). They face poor access to workspace and basic services and are 

characterised by low levels of productivity, incomes, growth, and poor quality of jobs (La 

Porta and Shleifer, 2014; Kistruck et al., 2015). Informal firms do not directly pay taxes 

and may present unfair competition to the formal ones (Abdallah, 2017; Farrell, 2004; 

Levy, 2008) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.448). 

Informality thwarts poverty reduction by trapping the poor in a vicious cycle of low 

awareness and capacity – lack of legal protection and access to basic services – and low 

productivity and income (Hudson et al., 2012; Wangwe and Mmari, 2014) in (Donath et. 

al 2018, p.448). Formalisation attempts have, however, had very limited success. Some 

scholars have questioned the argument that informality tends to decline proportionately 

with GDP growth or economic transformation, citing Indonesia and South Africa as 

examples, (Donath et. al 2018, p.448). For instance, despite substantial growth and the 

transformation of Indonesia from an agrarian to an industrialised, medium income 

economy, over 90 per cent of its enterprises are informal (Rothenberg et al., 2016), while 

Soth Africa’s first-world economy co-exists with a large informal economy, (Donath et. al 

2018, p.448). 

In fact, it is estimated that 83 per cent of the micro, small and medium enterprises in 

South Africa are informal (Finscope, 2011) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.448). The main 

approach used to realise formalisation is regulatory simplification, (Donath et. al 2018, 

p.448).. However, increasing research evidence shows that this approach works for only a 

small part of the informal economy (DCED, 2017; Olomi and Urassa, 2016) in (Donath et. 

al 2018, p.448). La Porta and Shleifer (2014, p. 110) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.448) found 

that while the avoidance of taxes and regulations is a significant reason for informality, 

lowering registration costs neither brings many informal firms into the formal sector nor 

unleashes economic growth, (Donath et. al 2018, p.448). They also found that informal 

firms rarely transition to formal ones, lending support to the dual model of informality, 

(Donath et. al 2018, p.448). In a study of Latin American firms, La Porta and Shleifer 

(2008) found that, on average, 91 per cent of registered firms started out as registered, 

(Donath et. al 2018, p.448). The dual model of informality posits that informal firms 

reside in an economic space of their own, disconnected from the formal space, (Donath et. 

al 2018, p.448). According to La Porta and Shleifer (2014), the supply and demand 

factors keep informal and formal economies separate, (Donath et. al 2018, p.448). As 

long as the vast majority of the population lives in poverty, there will be insufficient 

demand for quality products and services from the formal sector, (Donath et. al 2018, 

p.448). The formal sector will remain small, catering to a minority of formal workers who 

can afford higher quality, more expensive goods, while the informal sector will provide 

low-quality products cheaply to the vast majority of the population who cannot afford the 

output of the formal sector, (Donath et. al 2018, p.448). 

The informal sector is characterised by ease of entry, reliance on indigenous resources, 

family ownership of enterprises, small scale of operations, labour-intensive technology, 

skills acquired outside the formal school system and unregulated and competitive markets 

(Hart, 1973; Rakowski, 1994; Sáinz, 1995) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). Commonly 



13  

used criteria in identifying informal firms are legal personality, registration and licensing, 

type of workspace and employment arrangements (Maloney, 2004) in (Donath et. al 2018, 

p.454). A distinction is sometimes drawn between de jure (legal) formalisation and de 

facto (practice) formalisation (Nelson and De Bruijn, 2005) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). 

The informal economy is highly heterogeneous in terms of type of activity, scale of 

operation, quality of workspace, educational level of operators, motive, dynamism, degree 

of legal compliance, etc. (Utouh, 2012; La Porta and Shleifer, 2014) in (Donath et. al 

2018, p.454). There are three main theories explaining the existence of business 

informality: the exclusion model, rational exit model and dual economy model (Donath et. 

al 2018, p.454). 

According to the exclusion model, businesses are rendered informal by legal requirements 

that are too complex, costly and/or culturally alien, (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). While 

most regulations were implanted from Western developed economies, developing 

countries have many small/micro enterprises that cannot meet the cost of compliance (De 

Soto, 2000), as well as high degrees of informalisation of political and economic markets 

whereby people make deals based on informal reciprocal relationships, rather than formal 

procedures (Ninsin, 1991; Hyden, 2004; Anuwa-Amarh, 2015) in (Donath et. al 2018, 

p.454). The disconnect between indigenous (the majority of informal businesses) and 

modern institutions leads to a lack of legitimacy (and thus enforcement) of the former 

(Hyden, 2004; Haili, 2014) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). It is also argued that corporate 

and political interests may deliberately seek to sustain exclusion of a large part of the 

economy from the formal mechanisms for two reasons, (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). 

First, the informal sector functions as a cost-reducing mechanism for formal capitalist 

enterprises, which enables them to increase competitiveness through dependence on 

cheap, noncompliant suppliers and distributors (Castells and Portes, 1989) in (Donath et. 

al 2018, p.454). Secondly, for politicians, the informal sector may function as a vote bank, 

(Donath et. al 2018, p.454). Because informal operators do not live by the law, some 

politicians take advantage of this vulnerability to trade protection for votes (Sarkar, 2006; 

Shami and Majid, 2014; Chatterjee, 2004) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). Thus, according 

to the exclusion model, these punitive, cumbersome, and culturally insensitive 

formalization models exclude, or hold back, a magnitude of entrepreneurs (De Soto, 1989, 

2000) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). These entrepreneurs are unable to access formal 

financial resources, such as government grants and bank loans, and lack the legal standing 

to secure government contracts and enter the formal market, (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). 

Proponents of the exclusion model argue that formalization can be greatly enhanced if 

these cumbersome government regulations and other institutional barriers are removed or 

reduced, (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). Conversely, in a series of recent studies using World 

Bank Enterprise Survey (WBES) data, Williams et al.in (Donath et. al 2018, p.454) have 

questioned the widespread assumption that firms starting as Inclusive approach to 

regulating the second economy 449 unregistered in the informal economy tend to 

experience poor performance compared to those that are registered in the formal economy 

at their inception, (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). They found that formal enterprises that 

started as unregistered and stayed so for a longer period have significantly higher 

subsequent annual sales and productivity growth rates compared to those that were 

registered at inception (Williams and Kedir, 2017a, 2017b; Williams and Kedir, 2016; 

Williams et al., 2017) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). 

Williams et al. in (Donath et. al 2018, p.454), argued that in weak institutional 

environments, such as those highly prevalent in developing countries, the advantages of 

registering at inception are offset by the gains of deferring business registration and the 

low risks of detection and penalisation. They called for a paradigm shift towards policies 
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that are more positive and aim at improving the benefits gained from business registration 

and eradicating or minimizing the systemic formal institutional deficiencies that 

discourage entrepreneurs from registering their ventures from the start. Abdallah (2017) in 

(Donath et. al 2018, p.454) makes similar arguments to Williams et al., he found that in 

Tanzania, the firms in the informal sector registered higher growth rates than their 

counterparts (Donath et. al 2018, p.454). However, the reverse is the case for the Gambia, 

the businesses that did not officially register with at the government level struggle to attain 

sustainable growth (www.motie.gm) 

2.2 Life cycle stages of Small and Medium Sized Businesses 

Small business startups are known to struggle for existence (Salamzadeh, A., et al., 2015, 

p. 1). SMEs seek to grow from the start and therefore, inevitably meet challenges in the 

process of becoming successful in the market (Jone, N. 2009, p. 3). In the study made by 

Hamilton, (1999, cited in Jones, N. 2009, p. 6), explained that SMEs developments 

respond to varieties of driving and restraining forces in the market environment, and 

which affects the survival of the majority. All SMEs tend to go through a series of life 

cycles and are exposed to challenges and crises in their journey to succeed (Jone, N. 2009, 

p. 12). These challenges must be carefully managed in order for an SME business to grow 

in its growth periods and not to be referred to as ‘business as usual’ or neglected (Jone, N. 

2009, p. 13). These life cycle terms vary among different authors but the events that 

govern them are all familiar to the founders and managers of these businesses (Jone, N. 

2009, p.12). Moreover, enterprises do not necessarily follow the linear model since it is 

not possible for an enterprise or business to progress through each growth stage as they 

can grow, stagnate, and decline in any order, and these things can happen more than once 

(Gupta, P. D., et al., 2013, p. 7). 

The first stage of all SMEs growth is the ‘birth stage’ and mostly termed as the ‘existence 

stage’ (Lester, D. L., et al., 2008, p. 315). In this early stage, the owner(s) initiates a set of 

activities to turn the business idea into a successful one (Salamzadeh, A., et al., 2015, p. 

5). It is characterized by a business struggling to achieve viability, decision-making is in 

the hands of one or few individuals, ownership is concentrated, and the structure is simple 

(Lester, D. L., et al., 2008, p. 315). The founder(s) are mostly faced with challenges in 

their birth stage which includes, high uncertainty level of success, resource constraints, 

and management issues (Salamzadeh, A., et al., 2015, p. 5). Founder(s) works without a 

formal structure, struggles to establish the processes, and takes up the entire supervision of 

each and every activity of the business (Gupta, P. D., et al., 2013, p. 7). 

The second stage of all SMEs growth is the survival stage and it is the primary goal of all 

SMEs (Lester, D. L., et al., 2008, p. 315). In this stage, the business is at a growth stage 

and the founder(s) feels the need to expand the business by having to invest additional 

capital (Gupta, P. D., et al., 2013, p. 7). The business tries to move from a simpler 

structure to a more emphasized one, and further strives to become a larger business firm 

(Lester, D. L., et al., 2008, p. 315). The main aim at this stage is to reach the breakeven 

point and work towards expansion in order to start making profit (Gupta, P. D., et al., 

2013, p. 7). However, due to challenges most SMEs face in their existence stage many do 

not get to the survival stage. According to Moya K. Mason, (2009, cited in Jone, N. 2009, 

p.13), more than half of new businesses will disappear in the first five years due to 

challenges and crises. 

To understand differentials among firm’s performance, strategic management examines 

firms’ efforts to develop sustainable competitive advantages as a determinant of their 

ability to create wealth (De Carolis, 2003; Rouse & Dallenbach, 1999) in Duane et. al, 

http://www.motie.gm/
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(2003, p. 973). In the survival stage entrepreneurs should look favourable market positions 

(Porter, 1985) and the possession of valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and non- 

substitutable resources idiosyncratic to the firm (Barney, 1991) are the most frequently 

cited sources of sustainable competitive advantage, Duane et. al, (2003, p. 975). Recent 

arguments suggested that the most important competitive advantages are based on 

resources that are more valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable, and non-substitutable than 

those held by competitors (Gove, Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). Thus, competition—in the form 

of competitive strategy, benchmarking, learning to consistently outperform competitors, 

strategic position, and so forth—forms the basis of many strategic management 

perspectives during this stage transitioning to the next stage (Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven, 

1996) in Duane et. al, (2003, p. 975). 

The third stage is the success stage and most referred to as the growth stage’ (Lester, D. 

L., et al., 2008, p. 315). It is a point where the business starts to make profit and has 

enough capital to either invest in further business opportunities or continue with the same 

pace of growth in the market (Gupta, P. D., et al., 2013, p.7). When businesses get to this 

stage, they develop a more formal structure, and build policies and procedures to eliminate 

some of the flexibility in the earlier stages (Lester, D. L., et al., 2008, p. 315). Moreover, 

the business may build up a hierarchical reporting structure, team building, and personal 

development (Gupta, P. D., et al., 2013, p.7), which is geared towards establishing a more 

sustainable business in the market as the business is already enjoying profit. 

The fourth stage of SMEs growth is the take-off stage, and it is a level in which firms have 

the desires of mature firms by building collaboration, teamwork, and innovating more 

ideas by wanting to return to learners' time without incurring losses (Quinn and Cameron, 

1983, cited in Lester, D. L., et al., 2008, p. 315). In this stage, the focus is on further 

growth, expansion, and seeking more new opportunities (Gupta, P. D., et al., 2013, p. 7). 

To get closer to customers, decision making is decentralized in an effort to meet 

customer’s needs (Lester, D. L., et al., 2008, p. 315). Firms that get to this level are no 

longer called small businesses and therefore, they try to put more emphasis on quality 

control, financial control, and further create a niche in the market (Gupta, P. D., et al., 

2013, p.7). Finally, after an SME reaches the take-off stage it is no longer a small business 

and therefore, moves to the next stage which is the resource maturity stage. SMEs 

competitiveness continues to increase from the startup to the maturity stage but eventually 

gets to the decline stage and the business may decide to either reinvent or exit the market 

(Gupta, P. D., et al., 2013, p. 14). 

 

 

2.3 Sustainable growth of SMEs 

The creation of a business venture is necessitated by the desire of individuals to grow 

through the continuous application of their dispersed knowledge which yields 

heterogeneous expectations and eventually firms are created, Dew et. al (2004, p. 660). 

This is the fundamental theory of the firm, and it explains how dispersed knowledge 

spread among a population and across places over time can lead to formation of 

heterogeneous expectations and then ultimately the creation of firms. Therefore the theory 

of the firm in the first place depicts growth in the form of economic activities through the 

combination of different elements, Dew et. al (2004, p. 666). SMEs are regarded as critical 

to the general development of society (Abdissa et. al 2022, p. 12). They are crucial to 

economically and socially uplifting citizens, as countries cannot just produce jobs for all 

community members (Abdissa et. al 2022, p. 13). Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 

(SMEs) remain a vital vehicle for encouraging economic growth and development in 
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today’s globe (Rodrigues et.al, 2003, p.298). Irrespective of the prevailing tendency at 

each time, the evolution of strategic thought in firms usually presents growth as a 

fundamental objective for the firm (Rodrigues et. al, 2003, p. 289). 

Sustainable business growth therefore is described by Cyron & Zoellick, (2018, p. 208) as 

a desired consistent increase in quantity of certain parameters that contribute to the health 

and prosperity of the firm and the economy. According to Rodrigues et.al, (2003, p. 290), 

business growth is in fact a very important element that every firm needs in order to 

guarantee its competitiveness and survival. The authors went further to state that investors 

will give greater value to firms with positive opportunities for future growth, providing 

executives not only with a greater financial reward, but also with greater levels of power, 

prestige and socio-professional fulfilment (Rodrigues et.al, 2003, p. 292)).Further, reality 

shows how growth is not just the objective of larger firms, but also of those in small and 

medium-sized firms, who, in most cases, are individually or family-owned businesses 

(Hameli, 2013, p. 567). Moreover, other groups, such as employees, customers, and 

creditors, are also interested in the long-term continuity of the firm through attainment of 

growth, which is why it is essential for it to reach an appropriate level of long-term 

profitability and growth (Rodrigues et. al, 2003, p.291). 

SMEs are regarded as engines of economic growth and backbone of every economy 

whether at an individual level, state level or globally. The role of SMEs is worldwide 

acknowledged for their great contribution in economic growth and development as both 

developed countries and the ones in the direction of development realize that the SMEs 

play a vital role in the industrial development of a country (Savlovschi, L. I., & Robu, N. 

R. 2011. p. 280). Zaman, Vilceanu 1999, cited in Savlovschi, L. I., & Robu, N. R. (2011. 

p. 278), further argued that SMEs are launchers of new ideas and the steppingstone to 

entrepreneurial development and industrialisation. These businesses represent an essential 

source of economic growth, flexibility, and dynamic both in the advanced countries and 

emerging countries or economies Robu, M. (2013, p. 86). 

SMEs are important to all economies but more especially to those in developing countries 

as they contribute immensely to job creation and the building blocks of innovation and 

sustainable growth (Berry, 2007, cited in Keskgn, H., et al., 2010, p. 188). Recently, most 

African countries are heavily investing in promotion of SMEs. According to the study 

made by Benzing & Chu, 2012, cited in Muriithi, S. M. (2017, p. 39), Africa is primarily 

composed of micro enterprises and businesses dispersed across the continent and differs in 

size, composition, and contribution to various countries. Today, SMEs are gaining 

importance in developing countries due to less working capital, low cost of management, 

and cheap production (Keskgn, H., et al., 2010, p. 183) since they are easier to establish as 

compared to investing in establishing larger businesses. It further argued that without 

SMEs, African governments will experience financial difficulties, and which would 

worsen the living standards of the majority due to the growing population of the continent 

and few larger companies to employ the entire workforce, Keskgn, H., et al., (2010, p. 

185). In addition, Poverty alleviation has been positioned high on the international 

development agenda following the adoption of the United Nations Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000 in (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.407). African 

countries initiated various missions to establish sustained economic growth by increasing 

productivity with an ultimate goal of poverty reduction, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.407). 

The significance of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in poverty reduction and 

employment generation is widely acknowledged, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.407). 

Despite the high failure rate amongst SMEs, particularly in the African context, some are 

striving with excellent results and are demonstrating signs of growth, innovation, and 
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sustainability, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.407). China is said to have enormously reduced 

poverty over the past 20 years, with about 400,000 million people coming out of poverty 

(UK Department for International Development. 2008) in (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, 

p.409). This was achieved by a prudent combination of state policies along with several 

other factors including the market, economics, and local and foreign investment, 

(Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.409). These policies and investments spread and diffused 

across mall and medium enterprises (SMEs) that ended up marketing their goods and 

services in the global market (Chen and Wolf 2001), in (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.409). 

In order to accelerate the development process and to reduce poverty, the World Bank and 

other international agencies have offered direct assistance to small and medium- size 

enterprises (SMEs) in developing countries, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.409). This is 

based on the three main assumptions (World Bank2002, 2004). First, SME promoters 

argue that SMEs increase competition and entrepreneurship and thus have external 

benefits of economic efficiency, innovation, and productivity growth, (Oluwayemisi et. al 

2020, p.409). Second, SME advocates often emphasize that SMEs are more innovative 

and productive than large firms, but that mainly financial market and other institutional 

failures hinder SMEs development, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.409). However, Beck, 

Demirguc-Kunt, and Levine (2005) argued that, pending financial and institutional 

improvements, direct government financial support to SMEs can enhance economic 

growth and development, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.409). Lastly, some scholars contend 

that the growth of SMEs increases employment more than large firms because SMEs are 

more labour intensive, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.409). 

Sustainable growth is a major challenge for businesses, especially small and medium sized 

startups. It has been proven that the majority of startups fail before reaching their maturity 

stage and most of these failures are associated with the challenges of being new into the 

business environment. Limited access to finance, lack of proper business plan, having the 

trouble of standing strong against aggressive competition are some of the major challenges 

for most startups, Quartey, P. et al., (2017, p. 16). SMEs in the Sub-Saharan Africa are 

mostly affected as the provision of finance for Africa is generally rated riskier than for 

other regions (Quartey, P et al., 2017, p. 19) and th makes it difficult for these SMEs to 

get access to financial support as compared to large well-established businesses in Africa. 

Moreover, the education system, culture, regulation, and capabilities of the startups 

business owners in Sub-Saharan Africa are additional challenges. First, it is important to 

remember that the development of small and medium sized businesses plays a crucial role 

in economic growth and for Africa to sustain a growth in its economy, there needs to be 

heavy investment in building a sustainable business environment for its SMEs. 

Recently, considerable attention has been paid to the well-being and sustainability of 

SMEs in a country’s growth (Abdissa, G., et al., 2022, p. 1) and due to its beneficial 

contribution in improving job creation, income distribution, and poverty alleviation it is 

key to study and understand the factors affecting their long-term sustainable growth. In 

addition, the major financial challenges of Africa's SMEs especially within the Sub- 

Saharan region is accessibility and affordability. First, these Small and medium sized 

businesses face a lot of difficulties in accessing finance since most of them are not 

formally registered as businesses-thus not recognised by financial institutions Quartey, P 

et al., (2017, p. 22). Further, even the ones that are formally registered face the challenge 

of accessibility as most financial institutions like banks are reluctant to give out loans and 

working capital to them due to fear of bad debt (inability to pay the debt). These 

challenges have highly affected the sustainable growth of Africa's SMEs Quartey, P et al., 

(2017, p. 24). 
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Further, according to Hanulakova et. al (2021 p. 204), Integration of the circular economy 

system and its elements into business activities present new business opportunities. 

Despite the fact that the circular economy represents a global trend, most industrial 

branches are based on the structure of a linear model, Hanulakova et. al (2021 p. 204). A 

system of circular economy has been gradually gaining ground in the business activities of 

companies functioning in Slovakia in different industries, including the clothing and 

textile industry Hanulakova et. al (2021 p. 204). Transformation to the circular economy 

will be a necessity resulting from the legislative changes, as well as the pressure of public 

opinion, Hanulakova et. al (2021 p. 204). The authors explain the principles of the 

transition of companies operating in the textile and clothing industry from the linear to the 

circular economy and their potential for such a change and define the benefits of such a 

new business strategy for companies in Slovakia. 

For companies to be willing to switch to a circular economy, it is necessary to address the 

potential of the market and know the opinion of companies in the transition to a circular 

economy Hanulakova et. al (2021 p. 204). To determine the market potential, the authors 

used ex ante forecasting using Holt's linear exponential smoothing, which showed the 

growing trend of revenues in the textile industry, which can be an important factor for 

companies. In order for the transition to the circular economy to be successful, it is 

important to know the opinion of companies on the limitations and problems associated 

with the circular economy. To assess the opinions of companies, I worked with cluster 

analysis using the centroid method. The cluster analysis pointed to an implementation 

problem in almost 70% of the companies surveyed, Hanulakova et. al (2021 p. 204). 

Despite that all companies from the first cluster regard the circular economy as a new 

business model, Hanulakova et. al (2021 p. 204). However, according to them it will be 

necessary to create adequate conditions for these companies to make the transition to the 

circular business models easier or possible. And the authors suggest that it primarily 

concerns adequate legislation and business operators’ awareness of both positives and 

negatives connected with the transition to such a business model, Hanulakova et. al (2021 

p. 204). 

2.4 Challenges for sustainable growth in SMEs 

The biggest challenge of SMEs in the globalization era is the survival and succeeding in 

the competition. This is mainly due to the less ability of the SMEs to face the three 

competitive challenges- global challenges, technological challenges, and sustainability 

challenges (Jayasundara et. al 2020, p. 24). Challenges for SMEs come in different forms 

and at different times throughout the life cycle of the SMEs (Kindstrom et. al 2022, p. 3). 

Like large firms, SMEs also confront challenges in maintaining the balance between 

economic (profit), environment (planet), and social (people) factors, given the limited 

resources and experiences (Rezei et. al, 2013 in Jayasundra et al. 2020, p.33). As firms 

progress and experience growth, they also confront managerial challenges related to 

structural aspects and decision-making. For organiza-tions that expand from very small to 

small, then not-so-small, these challenges become pronounced (Kindstrom et. al 2022, p. 

5). Typically, the impact of growth on smaller firms is greater than for larger firms, with 

greater consequences for organizational structure and leadership (Coad, 2007; Parker et 

al., 2010 in Kindstrom et al. 2022, p.6). SMEs face several challenges in the business 

environment. The business environment can be defined as the sum of all individuals, 

institutions, and other forces outside the business but can affect the business performances 

(Jayasundara et. al 2020, p. 28). 

Accordingly, SMEs must successfully deal with the business environment challenges to 

survive, progress, and meet their expectations, Jayasundara et. al (2020, p.29). Further, the 
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business side of SMEs also presents unique challenges, because as the SMEs continue to 

grow, customers multiply, markets become more complex, and financial aspects become 

more critical thus making it difficult for inexperienced entrepreneurs to sustain their 

ventures, Kindstrom et al. (2022, p. 9). In addition, there are numerous problems and 

challenges that women have to face to start their own enterprises (Sara and Peter, 1998). 

These problems may be internal (lack of professional training, skill, and education) and 

external (financial constraint, land, and family support) Ali et. al, (2019, p. 2). 

Lack of finance, knowledge about government policies, market information, training, 

family support, professional education and skills are the main factors which impact the 

performance of female entrepreneurs in Pakistan (Afza et al., 2010). Based on the 

available literature, the following four categories have been identified which affect the 

performance of women entrepreneurs: economic factors, social factors, legal and 

administrative factors, and technical factors Ali et. al, (2019, p.4). The resulting 

challenges of this process tend to be managerial in character, ranging from operational (for 

example, scaling up JOURNAL OF SMALL BUSINESS MANAGEMENT 3 production) 

to market-related (for example, finding sales leads) to people oriented (for example, 

integrating new staff) and to organizational (for example, developing appropriate 

management structures, (Daniel et. al, 2020, p. 3). Further, as firms progress and 

experience growth, they also confront managerial challenges related to structural aspects 

and decision-making, (Daniel et. al, 2020, p. 3). For organizations that expand from very 

small to small, then not-so-small, these challenges become pronounced, (Daniel et. al, 

2020, p. 7). Typically, the impact of growth on smaller firms is greater than for larger 

firms, with greater consequences for organizational structure and leadership, (Daniel et. al, 

2020, p. 8) 

In the case of the Gambia, SMEs face similar challenges too. According to the Gambia 

national policy document for SMEs 2019-2024 (www.motie.gm), inadequate access to 

appropriate finance, Some aspects of the legal and regulatory framework, Low 

productivity and competitiveness derived from poor quality control and management, 

Inadequate skills for diversifying product design and packaging, Some bottlenecks with 

certain businesses due to cultural barriers, Inadequate linkages and collaboration within 

the sector and high taxes as main challenges affecting the sustainable growth of locally 

owned SMEs in the Gambia. 

Further, challenges for SMEs entrepreneurs often emanate from socio-cultural beliefs, that 

translate into how people start business ventures and how the society perceives their 

businesses. In the works of Anggadwita & Luturlean (2016) on women entrepreneurs in 

Indonesia argues that In general, cultural diversity may have an impact on people’s 

behaviour, including women entrepreneurial behaviour in their entrepreneurial activities. 

In Indonesia, women-related issues and gender equality have been growing rapidly. In the 

context of the business, therefore, there is no critical difference between men and women, 

making everyone having the same opportunities in business-related activities (Anggadwita 

and Dhewanto, 2016, p.2). However, social, and cultural challenges are two critical 

barriers experienced by women, causing less participation of women in business activities 

(Mungai, 2012). Ratten (2016) suggests that when women entrepreneurs decide to start an 

informal business, they are influenced by customer knowledge, risk averseness, 

polychronism and collectivism, AnGgadwita & Luturlean (2016, p. 87). These similar 

social beliefs ranging from micro to macro are prevalent in many parts of sub-Saharan 

Africa (Mungai, 2012) and have considerably retarded the growth of the SMEs industry. 

Other challenges SMEs face comes from their inability to individually and collectively 

harness the full benefits that technological advancements avail them. For example in the 
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work of Kabanda & Brown (2017, p. 120) argues that a common thread among 

researchers in developing countries is that E-Commerce is a form of innovation in which 

parties interact electronically to perform one or more of the following functionalities 

depending on their contextual resources and constraints: (i) communication, such as 

delivering information, products/services, or payments via telephone lines, computer 

networks, or any other means; (ii) the application of technology towards the automation of 

business transactions and workflow; (iii) the meeting of the desire of firms, consumers, 

and management to cut service costs while improving the quality of goods and increasing 

the speed of service delivery; (iv) the provision of the capability of buying and selling 

products and information on the Internet and other online services (Boateng et al., 2008; 

Ngai and Wat, 2002). The benefits of E-Commerce have been well documented in 

literature (Ojukwu et al., 2007). However, there has been little reported on the success of 

SME adoption and institutionalization of E-Commerce in developing countries 

(Ghobakhloo et al., 2015), and in LDCs in particular. This is partly due to the limited 

number of studies conducted in these regions that can provide insights about sociocultural 

contextual imperatives. 

Today, the world faces a number of challenges related to climate change, environmental 

protection, economic development, and overcoming social imbalances. The Special 

Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change confirms that the impact of 

climate change is increasing as the average temperature rises. It is emphasized that at 2 ◦C, 

the world could face dramatic consequences (Nikolova-Eexieva et. al. 2022, p.1). 

According to the report, to limit the rise in temperature to 1.5 ◦C, zero net carbon dioxide 

(CO2) emissions should be achieved worldwide by 2050, and neutrality later in the 

century for all other greenhouse gasses. Regardless of the wide variety of scientific 

developments concerning the problems of innovation and sustainable development, the 

scientific and practical point of view is on the study of them and their interrelation in 

relation to the role of eco-innovation activity on the sustainable development of 

enterprises (Nikolova-Eexieva et. al. 2022, p.2). At the same time, it should be taken into 

account that this aspect of the manifestation of the two phenomena has not been 

sufficiently investigated and considered in the scientific literature. The study of eco- 

innovation and sustainable development and their relationship is essential to the 

development of modern industrial enterprises, (Nikolova-Eexieva et. al. 2022, p.2). 

Finally on the challenges faced by SMEs, The Legal environment cannot be ignored as it 

plays a pivotal role in setting the rules of the industry. In his work Son-Dang-Duc (2011, 

p. 1) finds out that SMEs are frustrated by legal requirements for complying with 

accounting standards. He argues that SMEs are required to prepare their financial 

statements in accordance with a complicated regime of accounting and financial reporting 

regulations and standards. However, they have often complained of the reporting burdens 

imposed by such laws and that they have to apply reporting standards that are not created 

for them, but for large and listed companies, on-Dang-Duc (2011, p.2). 

According to the rational exit theory, a segment of business operators consciously decides 

to be informal to avoid compliance costs associated with rules, regulations and taxes, as 

well as the convenience and flexibility offered by operating informally (Nelson and De 

Bruijn, 2005; Maloney, 2004; Chen, 2012; Rothenberg et al., 2016), in (Donath et. al 

2018, p.456). SMEs will evade formalization when the costs of formality are greater than 

its benefits (Levy, 2008; Maloney, 2004) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.456). Rothenberg et al. 

in (Donath et. al 2018, p.456) argued that entrepreneurs make the formality decision like 

any other investment decision, carefully considering the expected return on the 

investment. Some of the commonly listed benefits that accrue to formalized firms that 

may elude informal firms are government contracts, access to training and development 
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programs, financial inclusion, ready access to government grants, bank loans, legal 

standing-avoiding harassment from corrupt officials, etc, (Donath et. al 2018, p.456). 

These benefits are pitched against the cost of formalization, such as the cost of registration 

and the cost of compliance with various regulations, taxations, etc, (Donath et. al 2018, 

p.456). Thus, according to proponents of the rational exit model, formalization can be 

achieved by increasing the benefits while reducing the cost of formality. Moreover, all and 

any existing benefits of formalization must be made salient while enforcing registration 

requirements (Rothenberg et al., 2016) in (Donath et. al 2018, p.456). 

We are aware of a lot of unregistered businesses in the Gambia and what should be done is 

how to make these businesses officialise their operations and not to ignore them to operate 

in isolation. To do this, (Donath et. al 2018, p.456) propose a unique approach to solve 

this issue as follows; Simplification of regulations is the first step and the authors argue 

that countries have to implement several programs intended to simplify business 

regulations. The reforms have included automation of name search and online registration 

as it is done in (Kenya, Tanzania and Rwanda), mobile phone registration (Kenya) and 

online and single payment of registration fees (Kenya, Tanzania and Rwanda), in (Donath 

et. al 2018, p.459). In 2005, Ghana introduced a reform program, which was primarily 

aimed at reducing the time and cost of registering businesses as well as decentralizing 

registration to make it more accessible, in (Donath et. al 2018, p.459). In 2009, Ghana 

engaged in yet another regulatory reform by integrating the various tax agencies 

(Customs, Internal Revenue and value added tax – VAT) to enhance information flow and 

reduce compliance costs in hopes of promoting voluntary compliance, in (Donath et. al 

2018, p.456). 

Secondly, the authors suggested a Provision of workspace. In their studies of countries, 

Except for Kigali (Rwanda), none of the cities visited have found a workable solution for 

providing workspace for informal operators. In Dar es Salaam (Tanzania), the Ilala 

Municipal Council borrowed funds from a pension fund to build a six storey complex for 

machingas (street traders). However, the building remains largely unoccupied due to its 

unattractive location, the trading space being enclosed and too big and expensive for the 

street traders who need (and can afford) much less space and whose business models rely 

on open (unenclosed) spaces and street traders resisting the rental fee set by the municipal 

council, in (Donath et. al 2018, p.459). In Kenya, Nairobi County completed the 

Muthurwa market, which was designed to accommodate 8,000 street traders in 2008. 

Street traders resisted the rental fees initially set and moved in only after the fees were 

halved, in (Donath et. al 2018, p.459). The market now accommodates 16,000 traders, 

twice the intended number, and is already being wrecked by overcrowding and inadequate 

maintenance, in (Donath et. al 2018, p.459). 

Furthermore, on challenges faced by entrepreneurs, Brush (1992) in Fatima et. al (2016, 

p.2), emphasizes that women have the potential for developing their own business by 

using their abilities of forming social relationships and combining their business with their 

other concerns of social and relatives’ relations, in Fatima et. al (2016, p.2). In order to 

have more qualified business and highly expanded entrepreneurial activities, SMEs have 

to overcome several essential challenges (Zeidan and Bahrami, 2011), in Fatima et. al 

(2016, p.2). Globalization and international trade integration are considered as the most 

dominant challenges for small enterprises in every business in the world (Hertog, 2010) in 

in Fatima et. al (2016, p.2). Most of the difficulties that face the entrepreneurs are similar 

such as bureaucracy, instable environment, incomprehensible private sector’s regulatory 

system, overregulation, and contractual obligation (Al Turki and Braswell, 2010) in in 

Fatima et. al (2016, p.2). 
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Women entrepreneurs running startup ventures in Bahrain lack belief in their abilities 

support by the government, market studies, and the market is dominated by few investors 

(Belwal et al., 2014) in in Fatima et. al (2016, p.2). On the other hand, one third of 

investment in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, which is around $38 billion, is 

administrated by businesswomen (Alsamri et al., 2013) in in Fatima et. al (2016, p.2). In 

the Kingdom of Bahrain, Tamkeen in collaboration with Supreme Council for Women 

(SCW), adopted a special tactic to increase jobs for women, including increasing the 

number of women in the fields of economy that is dominated by men (Tamkeen, 2009) in 

in Fatima et. al (2016, p.2). The rate of unemployed women is high and Tamkeen with 

SCW collaboratively work to enable women entrepreneurs to start their projects in the 

fields of photography, transportation, and fashion design (Tamkeen, 2009) in in Fatima et. 

al (2016, p.2). Tamkeen has two primary objectives, first is to foster the creation and 

development of enterprises, and second, to provide the support to enhance the productivity 

and growth of enterprises and individuals (Tamkeen, 2014). 

Therefore, Tamkeen seeks to enhance enterprises ’capabilities to position the private 

sector as the key driver of economic development (Al-Alawi, 2012), in Fatima et. al 

(2016, p.2). Tamkeen has introduced a full range of integrated support programs which 

have benefited tens of thousands of enterprises to date, with more than 100,000 in total set 

to benefit, in Fatima et. al (2016, p.2). In parallel, Tamkeen’s programmes have played a 

key role in institutionalizing new concepts within Bahrain’s private sector, including 

encouraging SMEs financing, fostering entrepreneurship, enabling women empowerment, 

promoting modern accounting, and auditing systems, innovative marketing and 

promotional strategies, and implementing world-class quality standards, and many other 

paradigms needed for a vibrant and sustainable private sector (AlAlawi, 2012) in in 

Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). Cultural norms and values influence women entrepreneurs’ 

performance. The culture as a collection of traditional essentials and attitude norms in 

Arab countries causes a lot of women to seriously struggle more than men to confirm their 

specialization as a business owner to all business partners (Javadian and Singh, 2012) in 

Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). 

Although many people believe that women’s family responsibilities will not prevent them 

to improve their jobs, the religion and traditions prevailing in Arab society believe that 

home responsibilities are women's function by its nature, Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). As a 

result, women tend to work in small businesses rather than other industrial fields. As a 

woman endures a heavy number of obligations and responsibilities, she encounters many 

obstacles such as time shortage; annoyance and resentment that double the pressure on 

them and discomfort that consequently lead to high family work collision, Fatima et. al 

(2016, p.3). In reality, women are influenced by stereotypes and discrimination between 

male and female that weaken women effectiveness, Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). Beliefs such 

as women managers are not good for big capitals, women's mind is limited, women are 

emotional, and may leave their work because the family is their priority, their husbands 

should be satisfied with their work to make women feel success and satisfaction, are 

influencing women entrepreneur’s growth orientation in a direct way, Fatima et. al (2016, 

p.3). However, the stereotype affects women entrepreneurs indirectly by influencing 

women’s access to credit, seeking for business participants or investors, and employing a 

qualified workforce. Add to this, the society norms and values will hinder women 

acquisition of loans and financial support since there is limited trust in women capability 

(Javadian and Singh, 2012) in Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). In recent years, the number of 

women who have entered the field showed encouraging improvements as the world has 

witnessed a constant growth of women entrepreneurship and their contributions to the 

national economy and employment (Hassan et al., 2014), in Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). In 

the Kingdom of Bahrain, the number of enterprises related to women is growing by 14.3% 
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which increases the women participation to 39.5% from the overall commercial 

enterprises compared to the last year which was 38.5% (Ministry of Industry and 

Commerce, 2013) in Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). 

This could be attributed to many reasons including an increasing rate of education, 

general awareness and independence, Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). Therefore, women are 

performing exceedingly well in different spheres of activities like academics, politics, 

administration, and social work (Mehta and Parekh, 2014) in Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). 

There are several studies examining the performance of SMEs and most of these studies 

focus mainly on specific combination of variables such as (1) the psychological and 

personality traits of entrepreneurs, (2) the managerial skills and training of entrepreneurs, 

and (3) the external environment (Benzing et al., 2009) in Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). The 

first factor is referred to psychological characteristics of entrepreneurs including drive for 

independence, innovative orientation, attitude toward risk and competitive nature 

(Stefanovic et al., 2010) in Fatima et. al (2016, p.3). The second factor represents 

managerial skills, while the third factor reveals the effect of environmental conditions 

represented by adequate governmental efforts, access to capital and assistance from family 

and friends (Benzing et al., 2009), in Fatima et. al (2016, p.4). 

Several other factors exist that have considerable effect on SMEs success. Nowadays, 

many people are recognizing the social networks effect on SMEs particularly when they 

start their business (Omwenga et al., 2013) in Fatima et. al (2016, p.4). Pirolo and Prsutti 

(2010) confirmed that the growth of industrial performance at all stages in an 

organization's life cycle is mainly affected positively by organization social capital, 

Fatima et. al (2016, p.4). The talent of entrepreneurs that consists of a set of noticeable 

skills and abilities will affect the size of the business (Stefanovic et al., 2010). However, 

this talent is not enough for success, as risk aversion is highly required. Paying risks is an 

important indicator for successful entrepreneurs with honest acting not just stimulations to 

bear risk (Stefanovic et al., 2010), in Fatima et. al (2016, p.4). Ainin et al. (2010) in 

Fatima et. al (2016, p.4) noticed that younger entrepreneurs, who have higher risk 

orientation skills, will be more powerful entrepreneurs than others. 

Omwenga et al., (2013) provided a list of ten features that specify successful 

entrepreneurs which are (a) passion, (b) people, (c) core values (d) learn from mistakes, 

(e) determination, (f) clear roles, (g) profit focus, (h) single-minded, (i) lead by example, 

and (j) customer satisfaction. There are different research efforts being made to distinguish 

the factors impacting the performance of entrepreneurs, in Fatima et. al (2016, p.4). Three 

main categories of factors affecting women entrepreneurs’ performance, which are 

internal (personal) factors, external (environmental) factors and organizational factors are 

addressed in this research, in Fatima et. al (2016, p.4). We assess women entrepreneurs’ 

performance in terms of eight main factors as follows: a) Entrepreneurial orientation; b) 

Human capital; c) Goals and motivations; d) Industry (SMEs) characteristics; e) Economic 

factors; f) Socio-cultural factors; g) Legal and administrative factors, and h) Opportunity 

recognition, in Fatima et. al (2016, p.4). 

 

 

2.5 Financial Support 

An increased recognition of the important roles played by SMEs has led to increased 

attention and development of various approaches towards building a sustainable SMEs 

sector by most countries in the world (Peter, F., Adegbuyi, et al., 2018, p. 1). The main 

challenges faced by SMEs in Sub-Saharan Africa is access to financial support such as the 

inability to raise the needed capital to support the activities of the business (Okpara, J. O. 
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(2011, p. 166). Family, Government, and private institutions are the main support to most 

SMEs growth. According to Peter, F., Adegbuyi, et al., (2018, p. 2), venture support 

programmes and initiatives by various governments are responsible for the different levels 

of success and growth of SMEs in most countries around the world. However, one of the 

main reasons affecting SMEs growth in most African countries is the lack of capital and 

the difficulty in borrowing money from banks because of lack of required collateral to be 

used to secure loans, and the high interest rates attached to these loans (Okpara, J. O. 

2011, p. 166). 

Based on these reasons, many SMEs viewed that the lack of long-term capital and the high 

interest rates cost associated with short-term financing makes it very challenging for 

SMEs to operate in competitive markets (Peter, F., Adegbuyi, et al., 2018, p. 8). 

Moreover, due to the limited and or lack of government agencies which could fill in the 

gap left by the small number of private support service institutions has led to a great 

negative impact on the growth of most SMEs in developing countries (Okpara, J. O. 2011, 

p. 167). Finally, according to Peter, F., Adegbuyi, et al., (2018, p. 8), financial assistance 

has a significant impact on the performance of SMEs and therefore the provision of 

financial support will help to reduce the limitation of financial constraints, reduce risks, 

create economic conditions that will foster innovation, and create a sustainable business 

environment for SMEs to grow. 

2.6 Role of networks in SMEs development 

Borgatti & Foster (2003, p. 992) defines a network as a set of actors connected by a set of 

ties. The authors went on to state that the actors (often called “nodes”) can be persons, 

teams, organizations, concepts, etc. Ties connect pairs of actors and can be directed (i.e., 

potentially one-directional, as in giving advice to someone) or undirected (as in being 

physically proximate) and can be dichotomous (present or absent, as in whether two 

people are friends or not) or valued (measured on a scale, as in strength of friendship 

(Borgatti & Foster, 2003, p. 992). The use of external relationships is considered an 

important development factor for the entrepreneurial firm (Lechner et al. 2006, p. 515). 

An entrepreneur's ability to effectively build networks and structural characteristics of 

those networks plays a crucial role in a firm's performance as indicated by previous 

research, Lechner et. al (2006, p. 516). 

When a firm recognizes the importance of networks it can co-create opportunities by 

collaborating with other willful agents through the process called effectuation, Kerr & 

Coviello (2020, p. 2). According to Borgatti & Foster (2003, p. 12-16), networking has the 

potential to provide firms with access to valuable intangible resources like social capital, 

embeddedness, network organizations and organizational networks, board interlocks and 

joint venturing or interfirm alliances. These networks can come in different forms such as 

social networks which means relationships with other firms based on strong personal 

relationships with individuals such as friends, relatives, long-standing colleagues that 

became friends before foundation, and so forth (Lechner et. al, 2006, p. 520). The other 

form of these networks is reputational networks which means ties with firms where 

entrepreneurs estimated that the main reason for entering into the relationship was to gain 

reputation (Lechner et. al, 2006, p. 521). Further, another important form of networks that 

firms can associate with for attaining sustainable growth is Marketing information 

networks which according to Lechner et. al (2006, p. 523) are relationships that allow for 

the flow of market information through distinct relationships with other individuals/firms. 

The fourth and fifth form of these networks that firms can leverage on are the competition 

networks and corporate technology networks which have to do with collaboration with 
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competitors and technology alliances involving joint technology development or 

innovation projects respectively (Lectner et. al, 2006, p. 527-531). 

The Malaysian wholesale and retail SMEs were used as the population of this study, 

(Shehnaz et, 2018, p.8). Evidence suggests that compared to other ASEAN members and 

more developed nations, Malaysian SMEs are characterised by relatively low productivity, 

low business formation rates, concentration of output and employment in a small number 

of firms and a high concentration SMEs in the informal sectors (OECD, 2013) in Shehnaz 

et, 2018, p.8). Muhammad et al. (2010) in Shehnaz et, 2018, p.8) identified that the main 

problems faced by SMEs are the lack of knowledge regarding branding, marketing 

techniques and customer loyalty as well as the lack of good contacts with the international 

and national enterprise. Alam (2010) observed social barriers as the main obstacles for 

SMEs in achieving the competitive advantage, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.8). The ineffectiveness 

of government supports in SMEs’ performance was also evident in the literature (Zainol 

and Daud, 2011), Shehnaz et, 2018, p.8). There is also inconsistency regarding the factors 

that are vital for the success of Malaysian SMEs (Ahmad, 2007), Shehnaz et, 2018, p.8). 

Given these idiosyncrasies, it is critical to know the determinants of SMEs’ growth for 

both theory and policy, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.8). However, little empirical research has been 

conducted in the context of Malaysian SMEs, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.8). Researchers thus 

called for studies to explore the effect of entrepreneurial competencies, particularly 

strategic and ethical dimensions on the success of Malaysian SMEs (Ahmad, 2007; 

Ahmad et al., 2012), in Shehnaz et, 2018, p.8). To address this knowledge gap and 

respond to these research calls, the present study constitutes the sample of 80 respondents 

who were the entrepreneurs of SMEs in the wholesale and retail sector based in the two 

most urbanized states of West Malaysia, namely, Selangor and Kuala Lumpu, Shehnaz et, 

2018, p.8). 

Although most of the existing studies established positive impacts of entrepreneurial 

competencies, particularly strategic competency (Ahmad, 2007; Irene, 2017; Minimol, 

2017; Stephen et al., 2017; Tamyez et al., 2017) and ethical competency (Ahmad, 2007; 

Irene, 2017; Tamyez et al., 2017) in Shehnaz et, 2018, p.14) on the performance of SMEs, 

the findings are not yet conclusive. The inconclusive findings might be due to the 

existence of mediating effect in the relationships between these competencies and SMEs’ 

growth, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.14). Given the inconclusive findings, we examined the 

mediating effect of network competence in the relationship between strategic and ethical 

competencies and the growth of SMEs. While previous studies have documented the 

relationship between strategic competency and business growth, we seek to advance such 

prior scholarship by considering network competence as a mediator between strategic 

competency and business growth, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.14). Numerous studies have 

assumed the relationship between the strategic and network competences (Barringer and 

Ireland, 2019; Ritter and Gemünden, 2004) in Shehnaz et, 2018, p.14). The rationale of 

such assumption is that successful firms continuously engage in the environmental 

scanning and develop strategies to deal with the environmental uncertainties. Hence, 

entrepreneurial strategic competencies are crucial to formulate and execute long-term 

strategies (Hambrick, 1982) in Shehnaz et, 2018, p.14). Since the growth of businesses 

depends on their networking with the external parties, we assume a positive relationship 

between the strategic competency and network competence, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.14). This 

is because strategic competencies of entrepreneurs depend on the resources such market 

information or knowledge that entrepreneurs may attain from their networks, Shehnaz et, 

2018, p.14). In other words, an entrepreneur would be able to get timely market 

information only when he or she has developed strong relationships with the customers, 

suppliers and competitors, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.14). Likewise, we do assume that the 

ethical competency has a relationship with the network competence. This is because when 
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ethical practices, e.g., fairness and transparency in business dealings become the norm of a 

firm, winning, and maintaining the trust of key stakeholders, namely, financial 

institutions, customers, suppliers, and distributors turn out to be an easy task. It is argued 

that when entrepreneurs establish close and deep relationships with customers, suppliers, 

and other relevant parties then they may become fairer and more transparent in their 

business dealings to win and maintain the trust of other people (Tehseen et al., 2018; 

Tehseen and Ramayah, 2015), in Shehnaz et, 2018, p.16). Thus, they may be able to 

maintain long-term relationships with the key parties in future due to their ethical 

competency, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.16). The development of network relationships with 

different actors has become an integral component of business strategy in the twenty-first 

century, particularly in the case of SMEs, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.16). Large firms can 

leverage available internal and external resources (which may not necessarily include 

network partners) at their disposal to compete, grow and survive, Shehnaz et, 2018, p.16). 

For SMEs, access to relevant stakeholders, namely, financial institutions for capital, 

suppliers, distributors, and customers involve building and maintaining relationships with 

these actors. Hence, SMEs’ business strategies tend to focus on building network 

relationships to ascertain growth and performance. Moreover, since the retail firms are 

mostly engaged in developing their strategic competencies to have effective planning, 

their success depend on networking with the external parties, including customers, 

suppliers and other relevant organisations, , Shehnaz et, 2018, p.16). We thus assume a 

positive relationship between the strategic competency and network competence. In 

particular, since prior studies have considered the positive impact of ethical competency 

and strategic competency of entrepreneurs on the growth of SMEs (Ahmad, 2007; Ahmad 

et al., 2010; Kaur and Bains, 2013; Man, 2001; Tehseen and Ramayah, 2015) in , Shehnaz 

et, 2018, p.16), have predicted that network competence may act as a mediator in the 

relationship between the ethical competency and business growth, as well as in the 

relationship between the strategic competency and business growth. Some recent studies 

have shown the association between the strategic competencies with network competence 

(Forkmann et al., 2018; Mu et al., 2017; Zakrzewska-Bielawska, 2018), in , Shehnaz et, 

2018, p.16). Networks support the small firms in gaining the valuable resources (Yli- 

Renko et al., 2001) and achieving the survivability and growth by entering in the new 

markets (Lee et al., 2001). Behyan (2016) in ,( Shehnaz et, 2018, p.19), revealed that 

external networks significantly contribute in enhancing the firm-level performance, 

(Shehnaz et, 2018, p.19). Likewise, Kheng and Minai (2016) found that entrepreneurs 

develop and maintain long-term relationship with their suppliers, customers, and friends, 

(Shehnaz et, 2018, p.19). In addition, studies have highlighted the importance of network 

competence in achieving the business success by coordinating various activities and 

providing opportunities to learn about market and industry (Boso et al., 2013; Park and 

Luo, 2001) in (Shehnaz et, 2018, p.19). Thus, the abilities of the firms and entrepreneurs 

to develop strong network relationships with key stakeholders are critical for superior 

performance and sustainable competitive advantage (Ziggers and Henseler, 2009) in 

(Shehnaz et, 2018, p.19). 

2.6.1 Co-opetition and SMEs growth 

Co-opetition is defined as a strategy embodying simultaneous cooperation and 

competition between firms (Gnyawali & Robert, 2011, p. 650). Extant literatures widely 

favour the practice of co-opetition between larger firms in high technology contexts 

because of several challenges such as shrinking product life cycles, need for heavy 

investments in research and development, convergence of multiple technologies, and 

importance of technological standards, Gnyawali & Robert, (2011, p. 651). However the 

practice of co-opetition can be beneficial to small and medium size businesses through 



27  

sharing knowledge that may be a key source of competitive advantage, Leobbecke & 

Powel (2003, p. 3). Because competing firms possess relevant resources and face similar 

pressures, collaboration with competitors enables firms to acquire and create new 

technological knowledge and use the knowledge in pursuit of innovations, Gnyawali & 

Robert, (2011, p. 652). Furthermore, Research suggests that SMEs face numerous 

challenges. Morris, Kocak, and Özer (2007, p. 38) argue that “com-pared to their 

medium- and large-sized counterparts, small ventures are more vulnerable to 

environmental forces.” Sources of vulnerability include a niche customer base, limited 

market presence, and demand fluctuations. Similarly, Winch and Bianchi (2006) 

demonstrate that SMEs, due to their limited resources and capabilities, face numerous 

pressures in their R&D and innovation efforts. Strategic collaborations are very important 

for technological development because small firms cannot develop tech-technologies on 

their own due to high costs, uncertainties, and risks involved in the process. As a result of 

such challenges, scholars have suggested that collaborative relationships and networks 

play an important role in the strategy and performance of SMEs (Gnyawali & Park, 2009, 

p 313). Alliances help SMEs improve their capability to outmatch a stronger competitor, 

help facilitate entry into new markets, and provide access to external resources (BarNir 

and Smith2002). Merrifield (2007) is even more forceful and suggests that collaborations 

are critical for the survival of SMEs. An early discussion of collaboration among 

competitors in SMEs was provided by Gomes-Casseres (1997) in (Gnyawali & Park, 

2009, p 313). He argued and demonstrated through examples that firms that are small 

relative to their rivals need to form alliances with each other so that they can achieve 

economies of scale and scope in R&D, as well as work together to develop technological 

standards. He argued that Mips Computer Systems, a small firm employing less than 

1,000 people, was able to take on well-established players such as IBM and Hewlett- 

Packard by creating a constellation consisting of several small semiconductor firms in the 

reduced instruction-set computing industry. More recent research suggests the need for 

SMEs to collaborate with competitors to create economies of scale, mitigate risk, and 

leverage resources (Morris, Kocak,and Özer 2007). Eikebrokk and Olsen (2005) 

demonstrate empirically that co-opetition in e-business helps SMEs to enhance the novelty 

of their business and to combine complementary strengths in products and technologies. 

With a focus on the development of institutional standards, Mione (2008) argues that 

small firms work together to create common norms and technologies and compete against 

each other to promote their own technologies and products. Finally, Levy, Loebbecke, and 

Powell (2003) suggest that SMEs’ tendency to engage in co-opetition is likely to 

positively relate to financial performance. Taken together, these studies suggest that SMEs 

need to be very strategic in their approach to collaboration and suggest the importance of 

collaborating with competitors as a key strategy for technological innovation and for 

bottom-line performance of SMEs. 

SMEs are driven primarily by customer needs and their competitive environment 

profoundly affects the owner’s perception of risk and business failure, Loebbecke & 

Powel (2003, p.4). Information about market trends and customer needs are very 

important for SMEs growth just like in large firms and therefore a firm's simple 

acquisition of such relevant information can be easily attainable through cooperation with 

competitors. Coopetition involves the recognition that firms may benefit from working 

together (Brandenburger & Nale-buff, 1996 in Loebbecke & Powel 2003, p.5). In such a 

business environment, firms can serve as complementors in a situation when a firm’s 

products add value to a second firm’s products and are likely to share knowledge 

informally, (Loebbecke & Powel (2003, p.6). Further, competitors may come together to 

leverage advantage through a temporary partnership by agreeing to share knowledge, in 

co-operative design for example. A key issue for co-opetition is the notion that there 
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is duality in every relationship – the simultaneous elements of cooperation and 

competition (Loebbecke & Powel (2003, p.7). While elements of both competition and 

collaboration are essential for the conceptualization of co-opetition, scholars have used a 

wide variety of definitions and perspectives in examining co-opetition. According to 

Gnyawali & Robert, (2011, p. 652), co-opetition can be viewed broadly and narrowly, and 

they stated that in a broader view of the phenomenon, the concept of co-opetition is 

observed when firms pursue relationships in a “value-net” in which two competitors (e.g. 

computer manufacturers) can be complementors through their cooperation with a third 

firm (e.g. software producers). In this scenario of a broad view, the authors stated that Co- 

opetition is viewed by firms as the sum of many different relationships and the 

cooperative and competitive parts are divided between different actors, Gnyawali & 

Robert, (2011, p. 652). Further, on the other hand when coopetition is viewed narrowly, 

Gnyawali & Robert, (2011, p. 653) explains that co-opetition to mean collaboration and 

competition between two firms and the different parts of the relationship are divided 

between activities. For example, competitors cooperate within activities far from the 

customer, while competing in activities that are close to customer interaction. In the case 

of the Gambian SMEs business environment, the adoption of co-opetition is widely 

observed among non-Gambian SMEs, and this might explain why non-Gambian SMEs 

outpace Gambian SMEs in attaining sustainable growth of their business ventures. 

2.7 Business model innovations in SMEs 

Drawing on a critical review of the literature on business model research, it became 

widely accepted that a firm's business model is a formal conceptual representation of how 

a business works and creates value (Consenz & Bivona 2021, p. 659). This requires 

introducing innovation-oriented interventions in the current business operations which 

entails a change in the strategic direction of the firm as a reaction to external or internal 

phenomena (eg technological advancements, socio-economic trends, deregulations, or 

managers’ decisions, changes in BM core components) in order to fulfil new, hidden or 

unmet customer needs, Consenz & Bivona (2021, p. 660). companies are required to 

continually develop and strengthen their ability and to modify their business model 

effectively and in a timely manner when an opportunity or threat arises, thus leading to 

greater competitive advantages by virtue of a redesigned BM sufficiently differentiated 

and hard to replicate for incumbents or new entrants (Teece, 2010, Consenz & Bivona 

(2021, p. 661). Business model sophistication is the realization of secondary value- 

capturing opportunities beyond the main business. These value-capturing opportunities are 

secondary because they depend on the main business and are only made possible by it 

,(Johnson, 2010, p. 30; Kesting & Gunzel Jensing, 2015, p. 287). Business model value 

capturing typically entails two basic dimensions: revenue and costs. Another prominent 

characteristic of the business model is that it is ‘‘centred on a focal firm, but its boundaries 

are wider than those of the firm. Business model frameworks may provide SMEs 

entrepreneurs with a strategy design tool – to be used on a regular basis – aimed to map 

the different key-elements underlying value creation processes and learn how the business 

reacts to internal and external changes in terms of performance, innovation and new 

pathways for creating value, Consenz & Bivona (2021, p. 663). Examining the 

conventional use of BMs for strategy design and innovation purposes, as well as the 

inherent SME attributes characterizing their value generation processes (Bini et al., 2016), 

may lead to remarkable insights in terms of relevance and appropriateness of adopting BM 

tools to support SMEs growth patterns and their survival. Actually, the literature 

emphasizes the crucial role played by structured strategy design – and management 

control (Consenz & Bivona (2021, p. 664). Although the use of BMs as strategy design 

tools has been mostly explored and recommended in large firms (Demil & Lecocq, 2015), 

where structured planning and control systems are already well-established management 
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routines, inherent SME attributes pose greater challenges in terms of market competition 

and survival, thereby further increasing the need for adopting supportive strategy tools in 

these firms (Bianchi, 2002, 2016, Consenz & Bivona (2021, p. 664). Relying on limited 

strategic capabilities, mainly based on technical or handcrafted skills, stresses the urgency 

of adopting viable countermeasures to keep up with changing market expectations and, 

hence, prevent business crises leading to failure, Consenz & Bivona (2021, p. 665). 

Further, Increasing challenges in the field of sustainability, such as rising global resource 

consumption, growing social inequality, or accelerating climate change , make sustainable 

economic systems increasingly necessary and in parallel attractive (Mennenga & 

Herrmann, 2022, p. 470).Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), are faced with the 

challenge of transforming classic business models into sustainable business models 

Mennenga & Herrmann, 2022, p. 471). 

Innovation is widely acknowledged as a key driver of economic growth (Andergassen et 

al., 2009; Bae & Yoo, 2015; Mansfield, 1972; Nadiri, 1993; Romer, 1986; Santacreu, 

2015; Solow, 1956), as well as reduced inequality within and between countries, and 

improvements in health and longevity. It affects the economy through multiple channels, 

such as economic growth, global competitiveness, financial systems, quality of life, 

infrastructure development, employment, trade openness, and thus leads to high economic 

growth (Maradana et al., 2017). Investing in enhancing innovation is expected to 

contribute toward alleviating poverty and creating decent job opportunities (Pansera & 

Martinez, 2017). Innovation can lead to higher productivity, wherein the same input 

generates higher output. As productivity increases, more goods and services are produced, 

and the economy grows (ECB (European Central Bank, 2017) in (Skhabatur et. al 2022, 

p.2). The key guiding principle of an inclusive innovation policy should be “not to leave 

anyone behind.” Bringing this vision to fruition may help to address the needs of the poor 

population, distribute resources in a more equal manner, and drive growth from the 

bottom of the pyramid, (Skhabatur et. al 2022, p.17). These types of innovation address 

“nonconsumption”—the unfulfilled needs of everyday consumers by purposely following 

the lowest-margin opportunities and integrating as many elements of the activity chain as 

possible. They are guided by the desire to find local solutions to local problems, increase 

affordability and accessibility, and expand the market by targeting the unfulfilled needs of 

the poverty-stricken population, Skhabatur et. al 2022, p18). These innovations typically 

do not aim to expand the market share of a product, but rather create new markets and 

convert non-consumers into loyal customers (Skhabatur et. al 2022, p. 18). A related 

approach that should be encouraged is frugal innovation. It addresses “how to do more 

with less, ” This approach seeks to redesign products and processes to reduce unnecessary 

costs and reduce the complexity of goods and their production. It is a design innovation 

process wherein the needs and circumstances of citizens in the developing world are 

placed foremost to develop appropriate, adaptable, affordable, and accessible services and 

products for emerging markets, (Skhabatur et. al 2022, p. 19). 

Creative SMEs are unique with respect to both their size and their creativity. Existing 

literature on this topic (see for example, Stein (1953), Kaufman and Sternberg (2007), 

Mumford (2011) and Runco and Jaeger (2012)) defines firms as being creative when their 

output is (i) new and innovative, (ii) of high quality and (iii) effective. All definitions 

regard firms in which the employees are doing creative work. Further, the resemblance to 

the standard understanding of innovation, as defined by the Oslo Manual, is striking; “a 

firm is creative when a new product or service is introduced in the market” (OECD, 2005). 

On the other hand, the effect of being creative on SME growth is rather ambiguous, 

(Morgens, 2017, p. 13). Economies of scale discussed below are expected to induce lower 

economic growth. However, several studies report empirical findings showing that small, 
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young and creative firms potentially create increasing growth, (Morgens, 2017, p. 13) . As 

an example, Heunks (1998) finds that creativity in small firms increases growth and 

productivity, as these types of firms mainly benefit from innovation, (Morgens, 2017, p. 

13). According to micro theory of industrial organizations, an industry structure generated 

by technically efficient firms is predicted to outperform inefficient firms, (Morgens, 2017, 

p. 13). Performance differences will only prevail if firms differ in their factor 

endowments, financial structure etc. While the size distribution of firms undoubtedly 

depends on economies of scale, Leibenstein (1966) argues that lack of competition creates 

a monopolistic market structure, (Morgens, 2017, p. 13). Then, lack of competition and 

firm inefficiency lead to welfare loss. In the present study, inefficiency is analysed on the 

individual firm level. It is argued that the general expectations regarding market structure 

and welfare loss do not differ for SMEs, (Morgens, 2017, p. 13). The overall level of 

economic growth generated from SMEs is expected to depend on the effect of external 

factors. For instance, if the start-up development phase and survival rates are unaffected 

over time, the net growth contribution of the group of MSMEs is expected to be positive, 

particularly in the case of new and innovative entrepreneurial firms operating in developed 

countries, (Morgens, 2017, p. 13). 

Also, the complexity of social problems requires deeper thinking than palliative action on 

effects or simplistic cause – effect intervention, (Lucian, 2016, p. 218). Often, social 

challenges have not only multiple causes, but also “invisible” connections to more than 

one aspect of social life, (Lucian, 2016, p. 218). This complexity has generated a shift in 

perspectives in the last decade from social intervention, especially in its public variant, to 

social entrepreneurship, often driven by a bottom-up desire to bring sustainable change. 

The most important aspect of this approach is its focus on value: social entrepreneurs act 

on the basis of an understanding that their intervention should not be validated just by the 

social need they cater for, but by the wider market as a mechanism to marshal resources 

from the wider community in a transparent cost-effective manner, (Lucian, 2016, p. 218). 

This approach has significantly permeated business in the past few years through the rise 

in number of social enterprises, but also through a new orientation towards shared value in 

a few visionary corporations which have come to realize that products and services that 

produce social good in tandem with profit are often a more solid business strategy for the 

long term (Porter and Kramer, 2011). 

Finally, Naudé, Szirmai, and Goedhuys (2011) explain innovation in its broader approach 

as the development of new products, new processes, and new sources of supply, as well as 

the exploitation of new markets and the development of new ways to establish a business, 

(Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.412). Hence, new firms must adopt modern technologies 

constantly to have an innovative edge over their competitors and facilitate survival 

(OECD2004) in (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.412). However, several surveys of the 

relevant literature (e.g., Symeonidis1996; Cohen1995; Cohen and Levin1989) in 

(Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.412) have strengthened the argument that, on average, size 

offers no apparent advantage in the innovation process of a firm. Innovation takes the 

practice of the adoption of inter-nationally available technologies (Robson, Haugh, 

andObeng2009; Ola-David and Oyelaran-Oyeyinka2012) in (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, 

p.412). Goedhuys and Sleuwaegen (2009) in (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.415) argued that 

in developing countries, where most of the firms are operating below the technological 

frontier, firms’ innovation efforts are m o r e oriented towards absorbing, adapting, 

mastering and, in the long run, improving technologies developed elsewhere. The 

increasing recognition that the impact of technological development has on productivity, 

growth and job creation greatly depends on the openness and innovation capacity of SMEs 

(OECD1998) in (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.415). This can significantly alter the 
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competitive environment for firms in all sectors, thereby placing a greater burden on 

SMEs to engage in a continuous process of innovation, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.415). 

2.8 Necessity and opportunity Entrepreneurs 

The GEM project defines entrepreneurs as “people who are active as adults in the process 

of setting up a business they will (partly) own and/or currently owning and managing an 

operating young business” (Reynolds et al., 2005) in Block & Wagner , (2006, p.2).The 

terms necessity and opportunity entrepreneur were introduced in 2001, when pointing out 

that a distinction should be made between “entrepreneurship reflecting the voluntary 

pursuit of opportunity and that reflecting a necessity to engage in entrepreneurship when 

there is an absence of employment opportunities'' (Reynolds et. al., 2002). Entrepreneurs 

have different motivations to venture into business, Block & Wagner, (2006, p. 2). Since 

2001, the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) has discussed two rather different 

types of entrepreneurships, notably necessity and opportunity entrepreneurship (e.g., 

Reynolds et al., 2002; Sternberg et al., 2006). The differentiation focuses on the 

motivation of the entrepreneur to start his or her venture. In line with Kirzner (1979), 

opportunity entrepreneurs are viewed as entrepreneurs who start a business in order to 

pursue an opportunity, whilst necessity entrepreneurship is more requirement-based (e.g., 

Reynolds et. al, 2005). This is largely observed on the impact various business ventures 

can have on economic growth and job creation, Block & Wagner, (2006, p.4). Necessity 

and opportunity entrepreneurs differ in their growth aspirations in that opportunity 

entrepreneurs want to grow faster (Block & Wagner, 2006, p. 9). Further, considering 

these distinctions it will be very relevant to understand which category of Gambian SMEs 

entrepreneurs falls in given the rapid decline of so many Gambian owned SMEs. Studies 

have shown that an opportunity entrepreneur is more likely to have spotted an apparent 

opportunity for making profits, whilst the necessity entrepreneur may simply have had no 

better choice (Block & Wagner, 2006, p. 13). 

Entrepreneurship and strategic management are concerned with growth and wealth 

creation (Amit & Zott, 2001; Hitt & Ireland, 2000; Hitt, Ireland, Camp & Sexton, 2001, 

2002; Ireland, Hitt, Camp & Sexton, 2001; Morris, 1998; Priem & Butler, 2001b). Indeed, 

growth and wealth creation are entrepreneurship’s defining objectives (Certo, Covin, 

Daily & Dalton, 2001; Ireland, Kuratko & Covin, 2003). In addition, entrepreneurship 

increasingly is viewed as a stimulus to wealth creation in emerging, developing, and 

developed economies as a result of the actions of individual firms (Peng, 2001; Zahra, 

Ireland, Gutierrez & Hitt, 2000). Similarly, strategic management is concerned with 

understanding the reasons Wealth creation and firm growth are interrelated, Duane et. al, 

(2003, p. 968). In general, effective growth is expected to help firms create wealth by 

building economies of scale as well as market power, Duane et. al, (2003, p. 969). These 

outcomes provide additional resources and contribute to achieving a competitive 

advantage. Likewise, additional wealth makes it possible for firms to allocate resources to 

stimulate further growth, Duane et. al, (2003, p. 969). This relationship is especially 

critical to new venture firms—firms that often create wealth by growing rapidly. Our work 

assumes the importance of firm growth while examining wealth creation as an outcome of 

the effective use of entrepreneurship and strategic management, Duane et. al, (2003, p. 

969). 

Exploiting entrepreneurial opportunities contributes to the firm’s efforts to form 

sustainable competitive advantages and create wealth, Duane et. al, (2003, p. 972). 

Unfortunately, many companies fail to motivate people in ways that incentivize them to 

pursue entrepreneurial opportunities, thereby failing to contribute to the firm’s 

competitive advantages (Day & Wendler, 1998). Additionally, entrepreneurs may identify 
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and exploit opportunities that create or establish temporary rather than sustainable 

competitive advantages, Duane et. al, (2003, p. 972). This occurs primarily when 

entrepreneurs fail to manage resources strategically, making it difficult to sustain the 

competitive advantages developed (Hitt, Ireland, Camp, et al., 2001). Therefore, both 

opportunity-seeking (i.e., entrepreneurship) and advantage-seeking (i.e., strategic 

management) behaviours are necessary for wealth creation, yet neither alone is sufficient 

(Amit & Zott, 2001; Hitt & Ireland, 2000; McGrath & MacMillan, 2000). Thus, Shane 

and Venkataraman (2000) opposition notwithstanding, the integration of knowledge about 

entrepreneurship and strategic management is important for advancing our understanding 

of how wealth is created in new ventures and established firms, Duane et. al, (2003, p. 

973). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

We will begin our methodological chapter by explaining some very key concepts in 

academic research. To start with, we will discuss what ontological and epistemological 

stands mean in academic research and follow that explanation with how we intend to 
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approach this research. We will then shift our deliberation to the overall design of our 

research in which we will detailed out the research strategy, how we intend to collect data, 

how to do our sampling, how we going to conduct interviews, followed by how we have 

developed our questionnaires, and the last parts includes explanation of the summary of 

our methodological standpoints and data processing and analysis. 

3.1 Ontology 

Ontology is a philosophical research dimension that views how reality is perceived 

(Wahyuni, 2012, p. 69). What researchers view as reality are known as ontological 

assumptions (Scotland, 2012, p. 9). Further, the concept of reality can be perceived as 

objective or subjective (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 69). The objective view of reality indicates that 

reality is external and not dependent on social actors and their interpretations of reality. In 

contrast, a subjective view states that reality depends on social actors and their 

interpretations contribute to the perceived reality (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 69). There are 

research paradigms of the ontological position which are positivism and interpretivism 

(Wahyuni, 2012, p. 70). The term positivism concerns objective reality and exists 

independently from the researcher (Scotland, 2012, p. 10). The knowledge of this reality is 

something humans aim to acquire, and it is assumed that the understanding of this 

knowledge is the same for all humans (Jonassen, 1991, p. 8). On the other hand, 

interpretivism adheres to the subjective reality, which can mean that it is something 

individually constructed and upheld to and this differs from person to person (Scotland, 

2012, p. 11). Furthermore, the backgrounds, experiences, and assumptions of individuals 

add to reality existing in a broader social context, and because of these human 

perspectives, reality can change and have several perspectives (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 71). A 

positivist ontological standpoint is associated with a quantitative research methodology, 

whereas the interpretivism is more qualitative (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 70 

3.2 Epistemology 

Epistemology is also part of philosophy, it is the study of knowledge and its perception 

(Marsh, D. & Furlong, P., 2002, p.18). Furthermore, there are three main types of 

epistemologies, positivism, realism and interpretivism (Marsh, D. & Furlong, P., 2002, 

p.20). Positivism and realism are objective ontologically, while interpretivism is 

subjective ontological (Marsh, D. & Furlong, P., 2002, p.20). Positivist research is done 

with quantitative methods since it believes that reality and knowledge is objective and 

measurable (Marsh, D. & Furlong, P., 2002, p.20). Realist research is a mix of positivism 

and interpretivism, it is done with a mix of methods since it believes that reality is 

objective, but knowledge is subjective (Marsh, D. & Furlong, P., 2002, p.20-32). Finally, 

interpretivist research is done with qualitative methods since the interpretivists believe 

that reality and knowledge are subjective (Marsh, D. & Furlong, P., 2002, p.20-32). Also 

it believes that our diverse ways of growing up, life experiences, and cultures of 

individuals add to reality existing in a wide social context, and because of human flexible 

perception, reality can change and have several perspectives (Wahyuni, 2012, p. 71). 

Therefore, since the purpose and aim of our research is to understand why Gambian SMEs 

are generally unsustainable, we will pursue the use of subjective qualitative methods and 

with that, we think that an interpretivist epistemology standpoint is appropriate for our 

research since our goal is to get the perceptions of Gambian owned small and medium 

sized business and other key players in the business environment. Furthermore, we believe 

that reality and knowledge is subjective in this research since we want to look at new 

experiences and opinions. Additionally, due to the fact that our research area is relatively 
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neglected, we think that a qualitative interpretivist methodology is more appropriate and 

convenient. 

3.3 Research Approach 

A research approach to theory can take two paths; an inductive or deductive approach (Bell 

et al., 2018, p. 20). In the case of Inductive research, the focus is on producing new theory 

by using data, while deductive research on the other hand does the opposite which focuses 

on using data to test and build upon already existing theories (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, 

p. 25). Further, it is important to clarify that a deductive approach is considered most 

common in the relationship between research and theory and is also often associated with 

positivism (Bell et al., 2018, 2011, p. 20). Therefore, this will make a deductive approach 

to be highly affiliated with quantitative research (Bell et al., 2018, 2011, p. 164). That said, 

our focus is centred more on the inductive approach which is considered to be affiliated 

more with qualitative research (Bell et al., 2018, 2011, p. 23). As with both a deductive and 

an inductive approach, it is important to know that, even though some researchers do 

develop theories, most actually end up with somewhat more than empirical generalizations 

(Bell et al., 2018, 2011, p. 23). The chosen research approach for this study was an 

induction. An inductive research approach is developed to identify patterns and 

relationships across and within cases as well as their fundamental logical arguments 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007, p. 25). As we highlighted earlier on the purpose of this study, 

the topic of sustainability and unsustainability of Gambian owned SMEs is not highly 

researched upon. Therefore, an inductive approach with the use of qualitative means like 

key informant interviews (KII) using semi structured interview guides for obtaining 

firsthand information had assisted this research in fulfilling the purpose of the thesis. A 

deductive approach would not have been a sufficient research approach for this study. 

Considering that there was an insignificant number of theories that could have resulted in 

creating hypotheses to test the relationship in terms of factors resulting in sustainability and 

unsustainability of Gambian owned SMEs. 

3.4 RESEARCH DESIGN 

3.4.1 Research strategy 

Qualitative & Quantitative Strategies 

The research questions plays a key role in determining what research strategy to apply and 

get a more appropriate answer for a given study (Rutberg, & Bouikidis, 2018, p. 209). The 

two important types of approaches available to researchers in most cases to choose from are 

quantitative and qualitative study (Rutberg, & Bouikidis, 2018, p. 209). Quantitative studies 

are described by its controlled and strict design and usage of precise measurements to 

analyse different phenomena (Rutberg, & Bouikidis, 2018, p. 209). On the contrary, 

qualitative studies analyse phenomena by adopting a flexible research design and an in- 

depth, holistic approach that generates rich, telling narratives (Rutberg, & Bouikidis, 2018, 

p. 209). Moreover, qualitative research is grounded in words, text, and talk, while 

quantitative research counts, codes, and quantifies phenomena (Rynes, & Gephart, 2004, p. 

455). Based on this knowledge, the research method that was most suitable for this thesis 

was a qualitative approach. The reason for this is that a qualitative method is used to 

understand and describe actual interactions between people, the meaning of them, and the 

processes that real-life organizational scenes are composed of (Rynes, & Gephart, 2004, p. 

455). Moreover, Eriksson and Kovalainen (2015, p. 3) highlight the importance of using a 

qualitative approach when researching the field of business. It contributes to the possibility 

to critically examine the business world and its core processes (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 
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2015, p. 3). Considering this, a qualitative approach to the thesis is strengthened due to the 

focus on wanting to understand the reason why the majority of small and medium size 

Gambian entrepreneurs have unsustainable and sustainable ventures. To answer those 

questions, a qualitative approach is necessary because it aids the understanding of people’s 

opinions and perceptions by using words, text, and talk (Rynes, & Gephart, 2004, p. 455). 

Since our studies had a limitation of distance, due to the fact that the identified participants 

in our studies all reside in Gambia while we study abroad, we decided to adopt the use of 

web-based platforms such as WhatsApp, zoom or teams, any of which suitable is for our 

respondents. The respondents in our studies were recruited through calls via WhatsApp and 

some through email exchanges and respondents that met the research profile are chosen to 

participate in our studies. Since we lived in different time zones, we considered the time 

differences and before the interviews, respondents had to consent to voluntarily participate 

in the study. 

Explanatory, Exploratory, and Descriptive Research 

The most important aspect of every research process is to begin with a problem question 

that needs to be solved and answered (Sue, V. M., & Ritter, L. A. 2012, p.1). The main aim 

of this is to help us to get answers that are useful to our study and thus- social research is 

classified into three (3) different categories namely, Explorative, descriptive, and 

explanatory. First, Explorative research can begin with a literature search, case study and or 

focus group discussion. The purpose of exploratory research is to formulate research 

problems, clarify concepts and form hypotheses (Sue, V. M., & Ritter, L. A. 2012, p.1). 

Moreover, data from exploratory research is mostly qualitative and its goal is to discover 

something new (Sue, V. M., & Ritter, L. A. 2012, p. 3; Swedberg, R. 2020, p. 2). However, 

most Researchers believed that exploratory research is risky, by definition, since it is not 

possible to know in advance if something new will come out of the whole research process 

(Swedberg, R. 2020, p. 2). Since explorative research aims to clarify concepts and or 

establish hypotheses, it therefore does not suit our study purpose as our study goal does not 

aim to clarify any given concept nor to create hypotheses. 

Explanatory research is conducted purposely to explain why a phenomenon occurs and 

further predict future occurrences (Sue, V. M., & Ritter, L. A. 2012, p. 3). This research 

method explores why a phenomenon occurs when limited information is available and based 

on conducting the research there is an increased understanding of the given topic, establishes 

the factors on how and why it occurs and further predicts future occurrences. Explanatory 

research or studies are characterized by hypothesis tests that specify the nature and direction 

of the relationship or among the variables being studied (Sue, V. M., & Ritter, L. A. 2012, 

p. 3). Moreover, the data in explanatory research is quantitative and which mostly required 

statistical tests to prove and establish the validity of the relationships of the variables (Sue, 

V. M., & Ritter, L. A. 2012, p. 3). 

Finally, descriptive research aims to describe a phenomenon and its characteristics, and it is 

more concerned with ‘what’ rather than ‘how’ and ‘why’ a phenomena happens (Nassaji, H. 

2015, p. 129). In addition, descriptive research usually has guiding research questions, but 

they are not generally driven by structured hypotheses and its data can either be qualitative 

or quantitative (Sue, V. M., & Ritter, L. A. 2012, p. 3). Since qualitative research is more 

holistic and frequently involves a rich collection of data sources to get a comprehensive and 

deeper understanding of research participants which includes their perspectives and 

opinions, we therefore believed qualitative descriptive study can be suitable for our study. 

First, the goal of qualitative descriptive study is a comprehensive summarisation of specific 

events experienced by individuals or groups of individuals (Siedlecki, S. L. 2020, p. 255). 

So, since our purpose is to understand the factors affecting 
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Gambian owned small and medium sized businesses, getting the opinions of some of the 

business owners and key players in the business environment will be helpful in our 

study. 

3.4.2 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 

Qualitative research can use different approaches to collect data as we mentioned earlier. 

However, for the purpose of our studies, we depended on the key informant interview 

(KII)to enable us to ask the identified respondents our research questions in order to get key 

sector player information that yielded the answers we are able to analyse in our findings. 

However, it is important to note that There are several different methods for collecting data 

in qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008, p. 291). Three data collection methods are 

observations, interviews, and questionnaires (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 362), where 

interviews represent one of the most common ones in qualitative research (Frels & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2013, p. 188). In regard to research interviews, there are three types; 

structured, semi-structured, and unstructured (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 390). Semi- 

structured interviews have been used in this study due to its flexibility in not being required 

to ask a specific set of questions. Instead, it has a few overarching themes and questions 

which serve as a guide throughout the interviews (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 391). These 

interview types also allow more in-depth answers because the flexibility in this approach 

grants the option to discover and elaborate upon important information that surfaces during 

the interview (Gill et al., 2008, p. 291). Semi Structured interviews adhered to the purpose 

of the study as the aim was to attain a deeper understanding of what challenges and 

opportunities the SMEs entrepreneurs face in the Gambian business environment. The 

participants of this study were not geographically close to the researchers, which is one of 

the reasons why the interviews were held via telephone or WhatsApp. Since this thesis is 

not a commissioned study, we cannot afford to travel to Gambia and conduct face to face 

interviews with participants in the studies. 

3.4.3 Sampling method 

Non-random sampling technique of Purposive Sampling method was used, we identified 6 

respondents comprising different sector players. We tried to include some Gambian own 

SMEs that are actively operating and running, we also included some of those Gambian 

own SMEs that experienced unsustainable ventures and are currently out of business, in 

addition, to enable us gain more insights, we also included some government organizations 

that engage in working with Gambian entrepreneurs. Furthermore, we included some non- 

Gambian owned SMEs that are operating in the Gambia. When conducting a study, it is of 

high importance to carefully select your interviewees (Rowley, 2012, p. 264). It is also 

common to present a basic profile of the interviewees, containing, for instance, their job 

role, experience, qualifications, gender, and other criteria that might be relevant to the study 

(Rowley, 2012, p. 264). Furthermore, it is practically impossible to access the entire targeted 

population (Sachdeva, 2009, p. 144). Therefore, a carefully selected sample is important to 

get results that are as closely reflected by the whole population as possible (Sachdeva, 2009, 

p. 144). Considering this, the sampling method of the research process is a very crucial part, 

because it can assure that the results are aligned with the population if you have used an 

appropriate sampling technique (Sachdeva, 2009, p. 144). The chosen sampling method for 

this study was purposive sampling hence it is the appropriate method that can aid researchers 

to select participants with characteristics or knowledge needed in a research sample, 

(Palinkas et al., 2015, p. 534). 

Interviews 
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First of all, there are different ways and methods of data collections in qualitative 

research study. The data collection methods can be in the form of questionnaires, 

observation, and interviews. However, interview is the most common method of data 

collection in qualitative research as studies using qualitative interviews focuses on 

people's experiences, perspectives, opinions, and meaning making (Roulston, K. 2012, p. 

1). Interviews are social interactions between Researchers and their research participants 

in which questions are asked for the purpose of data collection (Roulston, K. 2012, p. 1). 

Interviews are referred to as ‘structured conversations’ where a Researcher asks questions 

to its participants. Majority of qualitative Researchers rely on verbal interviews with 

participants to gather detailed information regarding the phenomena under examination 

and study (Polkinghorne, 2005, cited in Knox, S., & Burkard, A. W. 2009, p. 566). 

With regards to interviews in qualitative research, there are three (3) different types which 

include structured, semi-structured, and unstructured interviews. For the purpose of this 

research the most applicable method for collecting our data is to use semi-structured 

interviews with our participants. In semi-structured interviews, some of the questions are 

predetermined and other questions are not planned -thus creating a space for a deeper 

understanding of the respondents’ perspectives. Semi-structured or ‘Open-ended’ 

interviews are mostly used by qualitative Researchers to describe interactions in which 

questions-answers sequences are used to obtain information from interview participants' 

live experiences, and opinions on the topic of study (Roulston, K. 2012, p. 1). Therefore, 

Structured, and unstructured interviews were not applicable to our research study. First, 

the main reason for this is, structured interviews are ‘verbally administered 

questionnaires’ in which a list of predetermined questions are asked to the interviewees, 

with little or no variations and with no space for follow up questions (Gill, et al., 2008, p. 

291). Consequently, participants are not given the opportunity to elaborate more on the 

topic of study. Secondly, despite the fact that unstructured interviews might be very good 

in obtaining a better and in-depth information on the topic of examination however, 

we decided not to apply it due to the fact that they are usually time-consuming and 

difficult to manage, and to participate in, as the lack of predetermined questions provides 

little guidance on what participants should answer (Gill, et al., 2008, p. 291). Therefore, a 

semi-structured interview was more suitable for our research study as we aim to 

understand the factors, and challenges of these businesses and therefore, a list of 

predetermined questions helped us to better comprehend if they were all facing similar 

problems. Moreover, with the semi-structured interview we were able to give the 

interview participants the opportunity to in-depth elaborate on the topic of study, 

especially on the factors directly affecting them. Further, we developed our interview 

questions to help understand the level of business development skills possess by Gambian 

SMEs owners which we describe as Micro antecedents affecting Gambian SMEs growth 

and focussed some of the interview questions to help us understand the macro 

environmental antecedents affecting Gambian SMEs growth using a PESTLE analysis. 

Figure 1. 
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Source: PESTEL 

Telephone Interviews 

The method of telephone interview is very common in qualitative research as it enables 

Researchers to include participants from any geographical region without the need to 

travel (Knox, S., & Burkard, A. W. 2009, p. 567). In our research study, we decided to 

conduct telephone interviews as our participants are not geographically close to us. Our 

study is on the Gambian business environment, and which was the reason we solely 

conducted our interview within The Gambia. In addition, traveling to The Gambia is a bit 

expensive and time-consuming for us and which also contributes to us not being able to 

conduct a face-to-face interview. Nevertheless, Telephone interview is becoming the most 

popular mode of conducting qualitative research as it has some positive side (Carr & 

Worth, 2001, cited in, Sweet, L. 2002, p. 58). First, telephone interviews offer participants 

more anonymity since they can use pseudonyms and thereby not fully identify themselves 

in case of the need for privacy (Hill et al., 1997; 2005; cited in Knox, S., & Burkard, A. 

W. 2009, p. 568). The telephone interview was really helpful to our study as the majority 

in The Gambia and Africa are more comfortable in granting interviews in an anonymous 

form and in private. Secondly, telephone interviews use economic and human resources 

more efficiently as it reduces the need for travel (Knox, S., & Burkard, A. W. 2009, p. 

568), and therefore it was very suitable for our research study since The Gambia is a bit 

far from Sweden. Moreover, Telephone interview has been a key method of accessing 

people who are difficult to reach out to in person and that gives Researchers access to data 

without the need to endure expenses and waste of time (Block, E. S., & Erskine, L. 2012, 

p. 430). However, we can still attest to the fact that telephone interviews can be 

challenging for instance, there is absence of visual cues as the Researcher cannot see the 

non-verbal behaviours of the interviewees (Novick, G. 2008, p. 395), and further difficult 

to manage the data flow, and to transcribe all the recordings. Nevertheless, we decided to 

conduct telephone interviews with all our interview participants as it is more relevant and 

applicable to our research study. 

3.4.4 The Interview Guide 

Preparation 
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As mentioned above, the data collection method in our research study is on interviews and 

there are factors to be considered when it comes to conducting interviews in qualitative 

research. First, the strength of the interviewer-participant relationship is one of the most 

important aspects of qualitative research study since based on the relationship, data is 

collected and its validity is strengthened (Knox, S., & Burkard, A. W. 2009, p. 569). The 

authors further argued that the quality of the relationship affects the participants’ self- 

disclosure, and which may eventually affect the in-depth information they may likely 

share to the Researcher. In addition, semi-structured interviews are more organized than 

the informal conversation (unstructured interviews) but with a room for flexibility in its 

composition to allow participants to elaborate deeper into some of the questions. Thus- 

with the nature of this interview type, there needs to be some preparation in conducting 

the interview with our participants. We therefore applied the eight (8) principles in 

preparation of interviews suggested by McNamara 2009, cited in (Turner, D. W. 2010, p. 

757). The suggestions include the following; “(1) choose a setting with a little distraction, 

(2) Explain the purpose of conducting the interview to your participants, (3) address the 

terms of confidentiality and privacy, (4) explain the format of the interview, (5) indicate 

the duration of the interview, (6) provide your contact details to them in case they may 

want to contact you in a later date, (7) give opportunity for questions before conducting 

the interview and after the interview, (8) make some recordings since it is difficult to count 

on the memory to recall the entire interview” (Turner, D. W. 2010, p. 757). So, these were 

the preparation guides we applied in our interview process, and which were very helpful. 

The first step we applied was to create a conducive environment by choosing a setting 

with little or no distraction. This helped us (interviewers) and our participants to be more 

comfortable during the whole interview process. We further explained the purpose of our 

study and why we decided to have an interview. The main reason for this is to enlighten 

our participants on the purpose of the research study. Though, before the interview was 

conducted, we had already informed them about our study purpose and sought their 

permission to have an interview with us. This gave them the opportunity to prepare for the 

interview and to decide on whether to consent to our request. The third step we applied 

was to indicate the terms of confidentiality and privacy. It is always important to read out 

the terms of confidentiality and privacy to research participants. This helps to provide trust 

and confidence between the Researcher and the participants. We assured them that the 

research is purely on an academic basis by further explaining to them on how their 

personal information will be handled and therefore, we do not have the intention of 

publishing their identity to the world. Another important step we applied was to provide 

our contact details to them and gave them the opportunity to ask questions before, during, 

and after the whole interview process. Finally, we recorded all the interviews, and their 

consent was asked before the recording began. Recording the interviews were very helpful 

as it is difficult to recall the entire answers on memory. Moreover, recording the 

interviews makes it easier to concentrate better and more importantly the audio recordings 

can be re-listen to in order to verify and provide accurate data and or information. 

Selecting Participants 

For the purpose of our study, we initially decided to have a sample size of eight 

respondents. We contacted all these respondents and received positive responses from six 

of them who demonstrate a keen interest to participate in the research. The gender 

distribution for our sample was 5 male and 1 female. Our intention was to have a 50/50 

even spread of gender participation but due to two of the contact person failures to 

positively respond we ended up with more males than females in our sample. However, 

this uneven gender participation in our studies does align with the ratio of male to female 

small and medium size entrepreneurs in the Gambia where 66% of SMEs are owned by 
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men and 34% owned by women (https://motie.gm/entrepreneurship). Therefore, the actual 

sample size we ended up with has yielded us with data that represent the nature of SMEs 

operations in the Gambia. However, we have made careful consideration to select 

respondents from various stakeholders that have direct or indirect involvement in the 

SMEs industry. To give more accuracy to our data, we factored in our sample Gambian 

owned SMEs that are doing relatively good in their market. further, we included some 

Gambian startups that are struggling to grow and also factored the government 

stakeholders who make policies for the SMEs industry. 

Construction of Interview Questions 

Creating Research questions for the interview process is one of the most important aspects 

in interview preparation and design (Turner, D. W. 2010, p. 757). Since constructing 

research questions is the most vital component in qualitative research interviews, it is then 

very important for Researchers to carefully formulate the questions in a manner that will 

allow the participants to understand and provide their deep knowledge and experience of 

the research study. Thus-this will help the Researchers to gain maximum knowledge from 

the interview. Moreover, we had not done any pilot testing in our research study; however, 

our interview questions were given to at least two (2) of our colleagues to review and 

make some necessary adjustments. They were able to assess the questions and provide 

some of the limitations, weaknesses, and further provided recommendations prior to the 

interviews. 

In constructing effective qualitative interview questions, we applied the suggested 

recommendation guides by McNamara 2009, cited in, (Turner, D. W. 2010, p. 758). 

According to the first recommendation, Researchers need to ensure that interview 

questions wording are open-ended as it is important for the respondents to choose their 

own terms in answering the questions (Turner, D. W. 2010, p. 758). Secondly, wording 

that might influence participants' response to the interview questions should be avoided 

thus- the questions should be as neural as possible. These questions should be clearly 

worded to avoid any confusion and be relevant to the research study (Turner, D. W. 2010, 

p. 758). In addition, the questions should be asked one at a time and opportunities should 

be given to the participants to answer the questions to their satisfaction with little or no 

interruption (Turner, D. W. 2010, p. 758). Finally, since our interview questions were in 

semi-structured form we applied these recommendations and were able to structure our 

questions in a simple and clear manner, and further tried to make the questions as open as 

possible to allow the participants to answer freely. 

Structure of The Interview Guide 

Three of our interviews were conducted in ‘Mandinka language’ which is the most spoken 

language in The Gambia and the rest of the interviews were in English language. We 

translated all the Mandinka versions of the interviews into English and later transcribed all 

the interviews into written text. The interview guide was designed and structured to fit 

with our research topic. The interview guide consists of the main question ‘challenges’ 

affecting Gambian owned SMEs. The challenges were the centre of the discussion and 

were narrowed to the Gambian owned. We knew from extant literature that factors that 

affect growth of business ventures can come from internal business environments which 

mostly has to do with an entrepreneur's capabilities to effectively manage a business 

venture while other challenges are faced from the outside or externally which 

entrepreneurs do not have direct control over. This has made us decide to develop 

interview questions that help us understand the level of business skills and knowledge that 

Gambian SMEs environmental stakeholders possess and how they are able to use these 
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skills to implement business growth strategies. Further, we also focus some of our 

interview questions to look at the wider external environment of Gambian SMEs with the 

help of the PESTLE framework and individually look at each of the components in 

PESTLE of the macro business environment ranging from political, economic, social, 

technological, legal and ecological factors to gather a wide range of information that can 

yield a proper understanding of factors that are actually affecting the sustainable growth of 

Gambian SMEs. 

The second section of the interview guide was our probe in method, where we are able to 

ask unplanned questions on important topics raised by our respondents and ask them 

further questions in order to get more insight into topics they have raised during the 

interview. 

3.4.6 Summary of methodological standpoints 

A summary of the methodological standpoints from section 3.1 to 3.4.6 which explained 

the different research terminologies and how we conduct our sampling method is 

presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Summary of The Methodology Choices 
 

Ontology Interpretivism 

Epistemology Interpretivism 

Research Approach Inductive Approach 

Research Strategy Qualitative - Descriptive Study 

Data Collection Method Semi-Structured Interview 

Sampling Method Purposeful Sampling 

 

3.4.7 Data Processing and Analyzing 

Transcribing, Cleaning, and Storing Data 

Before conducting a research interview, the first step is to gain research ethics approval 

which should be according to the ethical standard in social research (Stuckey, H. L. 2014, 

p. 6). Transcription of audio recordings, cleaning and storing of data are the most 

important part in data collection in any qualitative research process. However, it is key to 

note that a ‘Researcher’s methodological assumptions and disciplinary background have 

a great influence in what is considered to be relevant data and how data will be analysed’ 

(Bailey, J. 2008, p. 127). Data collection, management, and analysis are the most complex 

aspects in qualitative research simply because the whole process involves anticipating 

ethical issues and further developing methods for data collection, recordings, and storing 

the data securely (Cypress, B. 2018, p. 302). Our data was all in electronic recordings and 

were all stored in secured password computers. Both the recordings from the interviews 

and the transcribed versions of the interviews were all stored in secured password 

computers by ensuring that the protection of privacy and confidentiality was not 

breached. 
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Transcribing of interview audio recordings is the process in which the recordings are 

transcribed into written form so that they can be studied in detail (Bailey, J. 2008, p. 127). 

The most important aspect in getting a well-written transcribed text is to ensure that the 

audio recordings capture the words of the participants clearly without distractions. 

Interviewers need to concentrate as quality transcriptions not only depend on the 

participants words but also on the non-verbal clues such as their body language, the speed 

and tone of voice (Bailey, J. 2008, p. 128). It is very key to observe the non-verbal clues 

as these clues can help Researchers to understand how the participants feel about the 

questions asked and their ways of response to these questions. Moreover, to make the 

audio recordings into readable and meaningful written text it therefore requires reduction, 

interpretation, and representation of the interviews (Bailey, J. 2008, p. 127). So, since it is 

time-consuming and difficult to transcribe audio recordings both Researchers participated 

in transcribing the data. We created a noise-free environment in all our interviews and 

listened carefully to allow a good flow of questions and answers in the entire interview 

process. The final process we did was cleaning the data by making sure that all the 

transcribed texts were reviewed, and all audio recordings were re-listened so as to avoid 

errors and misinterpretation of the interviews. This is to ensure that all our transcriptions 

are accurate and error-free. 

3.5 ETHICAL CONSIDERATION 

In every research study there are ethical issues that need to be considered. Ethical issues 

are present in any type of research study since in every research process there might be a 

tension between the aims of the research and the rights of the participants (Orb, A, et al., 

2001, p. 93). Moreover, since the purpose of research is to obtain good and avoid harm to 

participants it is therefore very important to apply ethics principles (Orb, A, et al., 2001, p. 

93). In our research study, there are certain ethical considerations factored in and which 

were frequently used by most social researchers. Ethical considerations such as anonymity 

of participants, no harm to participants, informed and voluntary consent, confidentiality of 

information shared are frequently used by Researchers and which we also applied in our 

entire study process. 

Informed and voluntary consent was the first ethical issue considered in our research 

study. Informed and voluntary consent means participants' consents are obtained freely 

(voluntarily), they understand what is being asked of them, and must have the competent 

to consent (Arifin, S. R. M. 2018, p. 30). In any proper research study, participants need to 

be informed adequately about the research study, understand the information provided to 

them, and have the freedom to decide whether to participate or not (Arifin, S. R. M. 2018, 

p. 30). With regards to informed consents, all the basic information related to the research 

study should be available to the participants such as the use of the data collected, the 

purpose of the study, the third parties who might have access to the study, and the 

beneficiaries of the research study (Eriksson, P., & Kovalainen, A. 2015, p. 72). 

Moreover, concerning the ethical principle of voluntary participation it is key for 

Researchers to inform the participants of the fact that the research is solely on a voluntary 

basis and have the right to withdraw. The participants should not be made to believe that 

they are required to participate in the study due to their position or anything else 

(Eriksson, P., & Kovalainen, A. 2015, p. 71). Therefore, all our participants were sent 

emails, WhatsApp messages, and phone calls were made prior to conducting the 

interviews. We gave a comprehensive explanation about our research study to all our 

Participants and sought consent of participation from them. Moreover, all our interview 

participants have the ability to consent, and are fully informed that the participation is on a 

voluntary basis and have the right to withdraw. 
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The second ethical issue that was applied or considered in the entire research study was 

confidentiality and autonomy. Researchers face an increasing challenge in protecting 

confidentiality and autonomy of participants in order to avoid harm and victimization 

(Bell, E., & Bryman, A. 2007, p. 69). Though these two concepts are overlapping 

however, there are differences in them. Confidentiality refers to the protection of 

participants' information from other parties and while, autonomy is the protection of 

participants identity by concealing their names and identifying information from the other 

parties (Bell, E., & Bryman, A. 2007, p. 69). First, we maintained confidentiality 

throughout the research study by protecting all information that is confidential to 

participants. Researchers are advised to apply ethically sustainable data collection, use of 

materials, and research conforming to general scientific criteria as protecting integrity and 

confidentiality of data generated in the research study is the most important part (Eriksson, 

P., & Kovalainen, A. 2015, p. 73). Secondly, autonomy of participants was well preserved 

especially from participants who requested to be autonomous. Their identity and any 

identifying information were protected by ensuring that no information is produced that 

might make it possible for easy identification. 

Finally, the ethical principle of no harm to participants was also considered throughout the 

research study. This refers to any potential cause (physical and psychological problems) 

that might harm the Researchers, participants, and others in a research study should be 

avoided (Bell, E., & Bryman, A. 2007, p. 71). Anticipation of possible consequences is 

part of professional integrity, and it is very important for Researchers to protect 

participants from direct or indirect harm by anticipating any negative possibilities 

(Eriksson, P., & Kovalainen, A. 2015, p. 73). In this research study, we carefully protect 

our participants to any harm. This was done by ensuring that all confidential information, 

privacy of the participants, and their identifying information were well protected and 

concealed. The data collected from the research participants were all stored securely in 

secured password computers and only the Researchers have access to them. 

These were the ethical considerations applied throughout the research study. We provided 

a comprehensive explanation of the purpose of the study, and further stated the terms of 

confidentiality and privacy to all our participants. This information was provided through 

emails, WhatsApp messages and phone calls prior to conducting the interviews. 

Moreover, this information was further explained to the participants verbally on the 

interview day and this was done before the beginning of the session. Therefore, all the 

necessary ethical considerations were followed in our entire research process and 

participants were all well informed. 

3.6 SOURCE CRITICISM 

The sources used in this study are all relevant to the purpose of our research. We ensure 

that all the sources used are credible and this was done by selecting from reliable and 

accurate sources of reference. First, we used articles, journals, and books in our entire 

research study and this was applied mostly in our theoretical frame of reference and the 

methodological chapters. The most used source in accessing literature was google scholar, 

JSTOR, and the Umea University library. Secondly, we ensure that a significant number 

of the articles are peer-reviewed as they are more credible, reliable, and higher status due 

to being reviewed by experts from different fields (Umea Universitet, n.d). Moreover, all 

the non-peer-reviewed literatures applied were selected based on the number of citations 

and this was used to affirm their relevance and credibility. Further, due to the fact that 

google scholar do not only provide peer-reviewed literatures it is then important to apply 

literatures that have a good number of citations as it a key determinant of its importance in 

academia (Umea Universitet, n.d). In addition, the date of publication of these literatures 
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were also factored-in and we tried ensuring that most of our literatures are of recent. 

Though, some of these literatures are not of recent publications and this was due to the 

fact that the study of SMEs has been a research topic for many Scholars and Researchers 

for decades. 

The study of SMEs has been done by many Researchers and this made our search a bit 

easier. The key words used in searching and accessing related articles were SMEs, 

Challenges, importance, and sustainability, these were mostly combined with the keyword 

SMEs. Finally, chain searching was also applied in accessing related and relevant articles. 

For instance, some of the articles used were found as a relevant source of reference from 

another or more articles and this helps us in accessing more related materials. 

 

 

 

 

4. EMPIRICAL DATA 

In this section we are going to present the data that we have collected from our 

respondents through interviews. We have conducted a total of six interviews with various 

key sector players in the SMEs industry of the Gambia and this chapter will present the 

transcription of the information from each of the interviewees. 

Table. 2 
 

Interviewee Demographic Duration Form Role 

Interviewee 

1 

Man 29 minutes WhatsApp 

videocall 

Former Sole proprietor 

Interviewee 

2 

Male 23 minutes Microsoft teams Co-founder to a small 

business 

Interviewee 

3 

Female 32 

minutes 

WhatsApp 

videocall 

Sole proprietor 

Interviewee 

4 

Male 31 minutes WhatsApp 

videocall 

Partner in a joint business 

Interviewee 

5 

Male 27 minutes WhatsApp 

videocall 

Sole proprietor 

Interviewee 

6 

Male 32 minutes Zoom Government employee (policy 

maker) 

 

4.1 Interviews 

The interviews below are presented individually in the order of which they were held. The 

interviews ultimate objectives were geared towards obtaining data that can answer our 

research questions of this thesis. The focus of the interview questions revolves around 

revealing micro and macro antecedents that collectively contributed to yield the current 

state of Gambian owned SMEs business environment. Unearthing the micro antecedents 
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directed the interviewers focus on understanding what motivates Gambians to venture into 

SME’s business and also assessing the respective capabilities and business skills possess 

by Gambian entrepreneurs and also trying to understand the level of business interactions 

between Gambian SMEs geared towards harnessing the value of networking for business 

growth. On the other hand, the later parts of the interview we shift to the external 

environment studies to specifically ask our interviewees about factors in the macro 

environment that are affecting the growth of their businesses. The macro antecedents are 

revealed through critically studying the various PESTEL factors namely, political, 

economic, social, technological, ecological, and legal issues that juxtapose to yield the 

current state of affairs of Gambian SMEs. However, it is important to note that in as much 

we want to understand all the issues in the macro environment, we did not ask our 

interviewees any questions around the macro ecological environmental issues as we think 

it is not relevant in the context of this research and the level of development of the 

Gambian SMEs industry. 

4.1.1 Interview 1 

MICRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH 

The first interview was done with a man that owns a small and medium size business in 

The Gambia. The interview lasted for about 29 minutes and was conducted via WhatsApp 

video. We experienced no interruptions throughout the interview and had been able to 

obtain answers for all our interview questions. With reference to the theoretical frame 

about relative performance of Gambian owned SMEs and non-Gambian SMEs, 

interviewee one agrees that the majority of Gambian owned SMEs are not doing well 

compared to the SMEs owned by non-Gambians. On this basis, interviewee one was asked 

about what really motivates Gambians to venture in business and he responded that the 

ultimate objective for him was to be able to gain income and take care of his needs and the 

needs of his family. Interviewee one continued speaking, answering the first question and 

added that due to his lack of livelihood skills and lower level of education, he thinks that 

starting a medium size business will avail him the opportunity to earn income and support 

his livelihood needs. When asked about how Gambians perceive their own businesses and 

their environment, he responded by saying that the majority of Gambians including myself 

see our businesses as ventures that are not distinct from their owners as so many relatives 

and friends will borrow from our businesses, and some would never pay for what they 

borrow. He gave examples of people that have taken goods from his shop and never paid 

for the goods. He said he ended up fighting with some before he could recover his money 

while some have disappeared without trace and up to date, he cannot see those individuals. 

Still on question one, interviewee one continued to speak and stated that the business 

environment in the Gambia in his observation is more favourable to non-Gambians who 

do not have any relatives in Gambia and do not allow borrowing from their businesses. 

Interviewee one made a typical example and explained that he once helped a non- 

Gambian brother to start a business by giving him some of his goods to go and sell from 

house to house in the neighbouring villages. He said that he only gave this non-Gambian a 

little commission for his service but because he has no family in Gambia and was able to 

save a good amount of his money raised through his commission by selling my goods, 

after three years now the non-Gambian brother was able to establish a wholesale business 

through the support of other non-Gambian SMEs owners while he is still a retailer. When 

interviewee one was asked about what his business level of interaction with other 

Gambian businesses is, he responded that there is a very minimal level of interaction 

between his business and other Gambian owned businesses. He explained that majority 

Gambian SMEs that are operating in the category of business he does are all very small 

and largely depend on non-Gambian businesses for effective supply and purchase 
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merchandise for their businesses at a wholesale price. We only see each other as rivals and 

want to perform better than the other and sometimes when i am getting out of stock for a 

certain commodity and want a supply of this commodity from my fellow Gambian SMEs 

to sell to my customers, they will prefer not to give me those items even it will go expired 

in their shops. Interviewee one was asked to reflect generally on any other micro 

challenges faced by Gambian owned SMEs, and he responded that there are numerous 

challenges. First, he explained the term home based disadvantage which he said means 

the setback caused to his business due to the fact that all his customers are people he is 

closely related to and living in the same community who frequently loan or borrow 

goods from his shop and will never pay for these borrowed goods…. 

MACRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH 

Interviewee one further stated how the following macro environmental factors affects his 

business sustainable growth. First, he explained that political factors like government 

policies for Gambian SMEs growth are only serving the interest of few and described it as 

fancy papers. He went on to state that the high level of corruption in the country only 

favours the giant businesses, majority of which are owned by non-Gambians who end up 

putting down the burden of their high expenditures on the price of their merchandise 

which many small and medium size businesses finds very expensive thus makes it very 

difficult for him to buy the required stock for his business outlet to attain growth he 

yearns.. Interviewee one further elaborated on other macro environmental factors and 

stated that the level of unemployment in the country makes all the businesses scramble for 

a small group of income earning customers which he said also contributes to their slow 

growth. When asked about social factors, interviewee one stated that apart from friends 

and close relatives that borrow from his shop and some never pays for what they borrow, 

there are no social factors he is aware of affecting his business growth. He added that 

when there are community celebrations like the feast periods, his business makes more 

sales during those periods and that is a positive social contribution towards the growth of 

his business. When asked about any other macro environmental factors affecting the 

growth of his business, interviewee one stated that the introduction of new payment 

technologies call ‘wave’ in the country is positively improving the growth of their 

businesses as it is now reducing borrowing because people don’t need to have physical 

cash with them to be able to make payment for goods they purchased. When we asked 

about other macro environmental factors like technological, ecological, and legal, 

interviewee 1 said he does not know how those environments affect Gambian SMEs. 

Interviewee one was asked to elaborate on what he thinks are factors responsible for the 

sustainable growth of non-Gambian SMEs in the country, and he stated that the non- 

Gambian SMEs support each other to grow. He mentions that they form alliances and 

provide merchandise for each other to sell and provide proceeds from sales on later dates. 

He further stated that due to the fact that majority of the merchandise importers were at 

one time non-Gambian SMEs that have attained massive growth in the country over the 

decades, have made it easy for majority of the current non-Gambian SMEs to cooperate 

and easily provide them with merchandise to continue growing their SMEs while 

Gambian SMEs struggle to have the same Favours. He added that the importers of 

merchandise for his business does not stop at importing but also establish retail shops and 

therefore doing both wholesale and retail businesses which is making it difficult for 

Gambian SMEs to grow. When asked what can the Gambia government do to help 

remedy the current state of Gambian SMEs, interviewee one stated that the government 

should step in and help regulate the business environment by making sure importers of 

merchandise goods are not allowed to do both wholesale and retail services. He stated that 

importers should only import and do wholesale services and the government should ensure 
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Gambian own retail business owners are not discriminated against from getting access to 

imported merchandise relative non-Gambian SMEs, interviewee one concludes. 

4.1.2 Interview 2 

MICRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH 

The second interview was conducted via WhatsApp call, and it lasted for 23 minutes. 

There were no interruptions during the entire interview session. The interview was done 

with another Gambian restaurant business owner. It is a small, registered business that is 

solely into preparing and selling good quality food for its customers. First, the interviewee 

was asked how he perceived the Gambia business environment and the businesses. The 

interviewee responded that the Gambian business environment has a lot of potential for 

growth, and it is profitable provided that business owners are willing and determined to 

invest their time and resources. Interviewee two was then asked to explain what motivated 

him to venture in business. He responded that his ultimate motivation was to make 

millions of Gambian dalasi through business and be financially independent. However, he 

stressed out that there are a lot of challenges in the environment faced by startups and 

SMEs. These challenges were focused on the Gambian owned small and medium sized 

businesses as our goal is to understand why they are less sustainable as compared to 

foreign owned SMEs. So, the interviewee was asked to reflect on challenges faced by 

Gambian owned businesses. The interviewee responded that the first challenge faced by 

Gambian owned SMEs is the cultural and social setting of the Gambian society. “In the 

Gambia, most people do not separate the business as an entity from themselves so 

occasional their friends or family members may request for money or items from the 

business and some do fail to pay back and since we are all related, we therefore, do not 

bother to recover the money and which is very bad for a business. You realized that 

foreign owned businesses do not face this challenge as they have less friends and family 

members in the country”. The second challenge mentioned by the interviewee is the fact 

that most Gambian businesses are not built to be competitive. They are built on the basis 

of making profit and therefore, are not ready for challenges and competition. “We do not 

build businesses that are competitive and for example, in the restaurant business we do 

have people who buy our products just to patronize us and some may even not need the 

products but since they know us, they may decide to patronize us. Therefore, we might 

believe that we are making customers but only to realize that the majority of our 

customers are friends and family members, and this does affect our marketing strategy 

as we easily become comfortable and do not see the need to attract customers outside 

our circle”. When asked if Gambian business owners do have some form of corporations 

among themselves and if it's necessary to have corporations to achieve sustainable growth. 

The interviewee responded that having strong business cooperation among Gambian 

business owners would be great since one of the main reasons for the success of most 

foreign owned businesses is the effective networks and corporations among them. 

However, interviewee two explains that currently it is very challenging to convince fellow 

Gambian SMEs that do similar business like him to come together and partner to grow. 

The interviewee added that there are some associations that are geared towards helping 

startups, but they are very limited and are unable to help all SMEs. 

MACRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH 

The interviewee was later asked on the main macro environmental factors affecting 

Gambian owned SMEs. We asked the interviewee whether the political environment is 

conducive to Gambian owned SMEs and are there government policies that are geared 

towards helping the Gambian owned SMEs. The interviewee responded that the political 
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environment is conducive, and Gambians are free to establish their businesses. We further 

asked the interviewee on economic factors and whether the business and economic 

environment is favourable to SMEs. However, he stated that the country does not have 

some level of price control and though there are policies that are established to control the 

way prices are to be set. The interviewee further argued that it is very difficult for startups 

and SMEs to survive in the country economically. It is very challenging for us as SMEs 

since there is no price control and more so economically it is very difficult to get 

financial support and this is because banks loans are challenging to get due to high 

interest rate and moreover, there is no pool of funds from the government for startups to 

benefit based on my knowledge. He further argued that this is due to poor implementation 

of policies and the government failures to provide the necessary avenue for SMEs 

especially small or startups to thrive. He explained that getting funds is very challenging 

and that the government has not provided the necessary support for the Gambian owned 

SMEs as compared to foreign owned businesses who get support from their various 

networks and countries. 

Moreover, the interviewee stated that the government has not put the necessary measures 

to help Gambian owned SMEs especially startups from established businesses and foreign 

owned businesses that are well established in the market. Interviewee 2 was asked if he is 

aware of other macro environmental factors for example in the social environment that are 

affecting the sustainable growth of Gambian SMEs. He stated that the Gambian culture of 

behaviour towards Gambian businesses is not helping his business. He added that many 

people prefer to pay high prices for the same goods at non-Gambian businesses and yet 

will come to loan the same commodity from his shop which interviewee 2 describe as 

Gambians love “Wula Kono Nyino Balungdoo Tambingdi Suukono Nyinoo ti” which 

literally means helping the survival of the bust rat over the house mouse. When we asked 

him about the impact of technological environment, ecological and legal environment and 

how these environments affect the Gambian SMEs sustainable growth, interviewee 2 only 

knows about the technological environment and stated that the introduction of social 

media application have made it easy for him to market his products as he depends more on 

WhatsApp to do free marketing of his products. The last macro environmental factor 

interviewee 2 asked on was the legal environment which he described as full of obstacles 

and explains that the government made it very complicated to register businesses and as a 

result many Gambians SMEs, he knows prefer to not register their SMEs ventures and 

operate independently. 

4.1.3 Interview 3 

MICRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH 

The third interview was done with a Gambian woman that owns a small and medium size 

clothing and food business in the Gambia. The interview lasted for about 32 minutes and 

there was no interruption throughout the interview. When interviewee one was asked what 

motivates Gambians to venture in small and medium size businesses, she stated that ‘for 

me I just want to do something that can make me earn some income and help myself to 

solve my financial needs and that of my children’. We went on to ask interviewee three 

how she perceived her business and her business environment. She answered that it is a 

very difficult task for one to make a business venture grow sustainably in Gambia and she 

added that the business environment that comprises friends, families and strong 

competitors makes it very difficult for her to have the required support to grow her 

business. She added that the majority of Gambian SME business owners lack the required 

skills to effectively run a business, and this makes it very difficult for them to successfully 

manage the revenue generated by their business. Interviewee 3 gave an example of a 
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friend whose business collapsed due to the fact that she employs a brother to be in charge 

of her business and because this proprietor and the her brother both lacks the required 

business skills, she added that this lead to them taking too much money from their 

business and use it on solving personal problems and their business eventually ran out of 

money and failed. We then asked interviewee three whether there is any sort of interaction 

between her own business and other Gambian SMEs. She stated that Gambian businesses 

do not support each other and consider each other as rivals always. Interviewee three 

added that when she attempts to get closer to Gambian businesses around her community 

and ask them how their businesses are doing and learn from them, ‘they try to hide 

information and consider me as a spy who want to steal valuable information to 

outperform them in the competitive market when honestly my intentions are to help 

each other’. Interviewee three added that this unwelcoming attitude of so many Gambian 

SMEs located in the same market made her not to approach Gambian business owners for 

purposes of cooperation and growth for their respective businesses. We then asked a 

follow up questions and asked interviewee three if she actually believe cooperating with 

other Gambian business will add value to her business and she responded that responded 

the following words, ‘Yes it will not only add value but it will make us stronger in the 

market and dominate the non-Gambian SMEs who had a strong grip in our markets and 

very much united. She added that majority of Gambian SMEs entrepreneurs lacks the 

required marketing skills to get and retain customers and give an example that when a 

customer comes to your shop and want to buy a product and unfortunately got sort of only 

five Gambian dalasi, interviewee three stated that such customer should be allowed to get 

the product he/she wanted and be told not to worry about paying the shortage and with 

that strategy that customer will always return to your shop according to interviewee three. 

MACRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH 

Interviewee three was informed to focus on some macro environmental factors that are 

affecting positively or negatively on her business and when we asked her about political 

factors, she responded that she is not aware there is a government policy in the country 

that is purposely created to support small and medium size business and added that even if 

there is any policy, it be serving the interest of giant and established ventures 

that employs many people. Interviewee 3 stated that the Gambia being a tax-based 

economy also makes business very difficult for small and medium size entrepreneurs and 

complains that the high taxes of the government had resulted to hiking prices and that 

makes it very difficult for small and medium size business like hers to keep up with 

stronger competitors in the market. She further added that the peace and stability of the 

Gambia is a macro political opportunity that is very much underutilized and state that it 

should be a recipe of more growth for all entrepreneurs ranging from small and larger 

enterprises but complains that other factors like taxes and lack of effective price 

regulations makes it difficult for her business to thrive. Interviewee three was asked if she 

is aware of any economic factors of the macro environment that she thinks is/are affecting 

the sustainable growth of her business. She responded that yes Gambia is a poor country 

and many people especially the young ones are unemployed, and this has resulted in the 

rise of dependency ratio. She exemplified that in some households comprising over ten 

people, everyone depends on one income earner who might be lucky to get employed and 

uses his disposable income to fend for their families. She added that in such scenarios, the 

little disposable income of the breadwinner is used on buying only food items and SMEs 

that sell goods other than food do not make enough sales as a result and their businesses 

eventually fail to grow. Interviewee three added that getting a loan from the banks had 

also crippled many SMEs including hers and explained that the interest that comes with 

these loans are an unending payment that had seriously affected her business especially 

during the starting phase. When interviewee 3 was asked about if she is aware of any 



50  

social macro - environmental factors, affecting the growth of Gambian SMEs, she 

responded that yes there is a bad cultural practice that is affecting women entrepreneurs 

like her. She explains that because she is a woman many people in her neighbourhood, 

especially men that are friends to his husband consider her and business commodities as 

their property which is an act informed by cultural beliefs. She added that these people 

will keep taking from my business and some never pays back and that is not helping her 

business. Interviewee 3 elaborated more on other macro environmental factors affecting 

the growth of Gambian SMEs for example the legal environment and explain her 

frustration with how non-Gambian SMEs are given better privileges to access loans in 

banks and business certifications over Gambian SMEs. She ends her deliberation with a 

recommendation that the Gambia government should come up with better laws that 

protects small and medium size businesses owned by Gambians against exploitation 

imposed by merchandise importers with strict commodity price regulations. 

4.1.4 Interview 4. 

MICRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH 

The fourth interview was done with a man that owns a small and medium size business in 

The Gambia that does restaurant and catering services. The interview lasted for 31 

minutes and was conducted via WhatsApp call. We experienced no interruptions 

throughout the interview and had been able to obtain answers for all our interview 

questions. The interview started with the question regarding Gambian SMEs and the 

interviewee was asked what he thinks motivates Gambians to start a small and medium 

size business. Interviewee four responded and stated that generally speaking the majority 

of Gambian owned SMEs entrepreneurs starts a business venture without undergoing a 

proper training that can make them gain the required skills needed to succeed in business 

and that had been a major factor responsible for the failure of so many Gambian startups. 

Interviewee four added that some venture into business because they have no jobs, and 

they see other Gambians doing business and also feel like doing the same without being 

innovative and creative about such businesses and generally lack the prerequisite skills to 

start a successful business. Further, interviewee four stated that many Gambians that 

venture in SMEs lack risk taking ability and that is why they prefer to invest little money 

in business and do not want to take huge amounts of loans from banks to start a large 

business and without taking risk many Gambian SMEs businesses cannot continue to 

grow. He exemplified with his own venture and stated that the reason for his business’s 

slow growth was as a result of the fact that he did not have any business training and was 

even a having a primary profession as a healthcare giver but - decided to start a small 

business just simply because of his self believe, passion and desire to succeed. However, 

interviewee four stated that along the line he recognized the need for training and decided 

to undergo some business training that eventually prepared him better to grow his 

business. Interviewee four was then asked to reflect on how he perceived the Gambian 

SMEs business environment, and he stated that the Gambian business environment is 

highly dominated by non-Gambian SMEs who currently have a strong grip across 

different areas of the Gambian business environment. He added that majority of the 

wholesale businesses are owned by non-Gambians and whenever Gambian SMEs retailers 

want to buy goods from them, they request cash payments before delivery of goods but 

when their fellow non-Gambian SMEs retailers need the same goods, they allow flexible 

payment plans through loans to be paid on a future date thus giving them a competitive 

edge over Gambian SMEs. He also added that Gambian SMEs believe so much in sole 

proprietorship and do not venture into partnership businesses where others can supplement 

the needed reinforcement a business lack, and this has seriously affected sustainable 

growth of so many Gambian SMEs according to interviewee four. 
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MACRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH 

Interviewee four was asked to reflect on issues around the macro environment of Gambian 

SMEs that are affecting the sustainable growth of SMEs. He stated that the political 

environment needs lots of improvement. He added that he even wonders if the different 

government business environment regulators are effectively communicating with each 

other in supporting the government policy to help Gambian SMEs. he added that Gambian 

SMEs are faced with numerous government charges levied on them ranging from different 

government institution namely council tax, Gambia revenue authority charges, charges 

from Gambia food safety and quality control, charges from Gambia public procurement 

authority and social security charges which are all hampering the growth of Gambian 

SMEs. Interviewee four reiterated that the tax policy of the government needs to be 

flexible on Gambian startups and waive certain charges for them until their business 

reaches a certain level of growth. When asked about issues around the macro 

environmental factors in the economic environment of the Gambia affecting his business, 

Interviewer four stated that Gambia being a tax base economy, the high level of tax on 

major imports like fuel and gas has a spillover effect on prices of all other commodities 

and this affect Gambian SMEs. He exemplified that rental prices are continuously rising, 

and it seems like there is no regulatory authority controlling this issue. Reflecting on the 

macro environment social issues, interviewee four stated that the Gambian culture of 

depending on one income earner at household level is a big recipe for failure of many 

Gambian SMEs. However, he explained that Gambian SMEs entrepreneurs are to be 

blamed for this problem and suggested that entrepreneurs should be creative in stopping 

the overdependence on them and employ some of the family members in their businesses 

by creating flexible positions in their SMEs ventures that can earn their unemployed 

dependents soft income. Still on the macro environment, interviewee 4 was asked to 

reflect on the technological environment. Interviewee four stated that the technological 

environment is underutilized. He said that regardless of every Gambian's economic 

situation, almost everyone has a smartphone, but Gambian SMEs cannot still effectively 

tap into this opportunity to grow their businesses. The interviewee suggested that 

Gambian SMEs can partner with GSM companies to help reach out to a large pool of 

customers or create mobile phone applications that can easily be accessible to many 

smartphone users thus extending their customer reach. Interviewee 4 was asked about 

what social factors in the macro environment he is aware of and that is affecting the 

growth of Gambian SMEs. He responded that the attitude of Gambians to believe that 

Gambian businesses are not meant to be sustainable needs to change. Adding that because 

the majority of Gambian SMEs had failed over the years created a widely believed 

concept that Gambian SMEs are not meant to be sustainable, and this has created a special 

behaviour of Gambians towards Gambian businesses which needs to change. The final 

macro environmental factor that interviewee four elaborated on is the legal environment 

affecting Gambian SMEs growth. He stated that there is need for lots of improvement in 

the legal environment if indeed the government wants to help the Gambian own SMEs. He 

added that Gambian SMEs are there to compliment government efforts and they can 

employ two or three people. The government should soften the legal environment to waive 

some regulatory fees for Gambian startups and ensure Gambian startups are protected 

from unfair treatment from non-Gambian alliances who continue to retain market power. 

4.1.5 Interview 5 

MICRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH 

The fifth interview was done with a man that owns a small and medium size business in 

The Gambia that does poultry and horticultural business. The interview lasted for 27 
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minutes and was conducted via WhatsApp call. We experienced no interruptions 

throughout the interview and had been able to obtain answers for all our interview 

questions. The interview started with seeking to understand what the interviewee thinks 

about the theoretical frame of the research which suggested that Gambian SMEs are 

underperforming compared to their non-Gambian competitors in the same market and 

interviewee 5 agrees to it and state that Gambian SMEs are naturally short term business 

ventures for over many decades and this has become a believe deeply rooted in the minds 

of many Gambian startups to such an extend majority of people Gambian startups do not 

consider doing business for the rest of their lives but just as a temporary activity to solve 

temporary needs. We then asked interviewee 5 about the first question to explain what he 

thinks about the perception of Gambian SMEs entrepreneurs towards their businesses and 

their business environment. Interviewee 5 responded by stating that ‘like I said earlier, 

most Gambian entrepreneurs do not understand and know how a business can be 

properly managed and this has created and melded a unique attitude for Gambians in 

starting a business and in the way they manage their businesses’. They simply perceive 

their businesses to be short term ventures and their business environment as unprofitable 

and that is the first recipe for failure of many Gambian SMEs compared to non-Gambian 

SMEs who see a lot of opportunities in our business environment. Interviewee 5 was 

asked what really motivates Gambian SMEs to venture into business if this is their 

perceptions towards their businesses and business environment. He replied that he simply 

started his business just to survive and create a self-employment avenue that can help me 

gain some income to survive. He added that because he studied in the Arabic schools in 

the country, the number of opportunities available for students that graduate from such 

schools in the Gambia are very limited because western education is largely what the 

government prioritizes and provides opportunities and incentives for. Therefore, after my 

Arabic education I decided to do business without any idea of how to successfully do it 

and for over five years now I am still struggling to grow my business. Interviewee 5 was 

then asked to explain the level of his business venture’s interaction with other Gambian 

businesses. He answered that he only interacts more with Gambian horticultural 

entrepreneurs but no other different businesses. He added that his business was able to still 

survive up to now because of the relationship he has with other Gambia horticultural 

entrepreneurs by sharing important market information and making recommendations to 

customers to help each other sell their goods. He added that he had a very positive 

interaction with Gambian SMEs in his line of business and believes that if other Gambian 

SMEs can develop good relationships with each other and interact effectively, they will be 

able to all get the desired growth they yearn for. 

MACRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GAMBIAN SMEs GROWTH. 

We then decided to ask about what interviewee 5 understands about some of the macro 

challenges that Gambian SMEs are faced with and affecting their sustainable growth 

positively or negatively. We started by focusing on the political environment of Gambian 

SMEs and interviews explain that there are so many factors in the political environment 

that need to be changed if the Gambia government wants to see Gambian SMEs gain 

sustainable growth. He highlighted that the government policies for SMEs in the Gambia 

are biased and only favours certain business types. He said that he finds it very difficult to 

get any support from the government and every year he pays a lot of tax to the 

government. Further interviewee 5 added that the fact that the Gambian currency is 

depreciating fast had made business very hard for SMEs entrepreneurs like him. He 

exemplified that his chicken broilers are imported from the neighbouring countries and 

due to the depreciation of the Gambian currency the cost of these imported goods keep 

rising and he also has no choice but to increase the price of his products which continues 

to make him lose some important customers. Still focusing on the macro environmental 
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factors, we asked interviewee 5 about what social factors if any are/is, affecting the 

growth of his business. He responded by saying that the attitude of Gambians in terms of 

how they see the businesses of other Gambians needs to change for the better. He 

reiterated that ‘As i speak right now, over 10 Gambian customers are owing me after 

taking my goods and it has been over 5 months now they are seemingly unwilling to pay 

me after i did so many trials to get my money because they see my business not quite 

distinct from my personality and because we live in the same neighbourhood and i cannot 

be able to also take legal actions against them unfortunately’. He added that the reason 

non-Gambian SMEs always succeed in Gambia is because they have no relatives and 

families in Gambia, and they do not allow giving their goods on loan to anyone and that is 

one advantage they have over Gambian SMEs according to interviewee 5. Concerning 

other macro environmental factors, Interviewee 5 added that the Gambia government does 

not protect the interest of Gambian SMEs to foster their sustainable growth, he explains 

that in other countries governments make laws that aim to protect their indigenous 

businesses, and, in the Gambia, he doubts if such laws are available. He added that he did 

not want the government to discourage non-Gambian SMEs to do business in the Gambia 

but highlighted that the government should come up with laws that also protects Gambian 

businesses especially SMEs to make them have market dominance and grow their 

businesses. When asked what he thinks are the factors that make non-Gambian SMEs 

successful in The Gambia, interviewee 5 stated that they help each other and through that 

they can secure huge loans from the banks which Gambian SMEs cannot have. He also 

added that non-Gambian businesses understand business and effectively manage their 

income and records that make them very successful compared to Gambian SMEs. 

4.1.6 Interview 6 

MICRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GROWTH OF GAMBIAN SMEs 

The sixth interview was done with a man that works for the Gambia government ministry 

of trade, Industry, Regional integration and employment (MOTIE) who are responsible for 

making policies that affect the business environment in the Gambia. The interview lasted 

for 32 minutes and was conducted via WhatsApp call. We experienced no interruptions 

throughout the interview and had been able to obtain answers for all our interview 

questions. The interview began by asking Interviewee 6 on what he thinks about issues on 

our theoretical frame which argues that Gambian owned SMEs are relatively 

underperforming compared to those owned by non-Gambians. Interviewee 6 answered and 

stated that he partially agreed to that statement and shared that the majority of Gambian 

SMEs that are underperforming compared to non-Gambian SMEs are the unregistered 

businesses that the ministry cannot be able to support but all SMEs that are registered are 

supported to outperform their foreign competitors. When asked with a follow up question 

to explain what percentage of Gambian owned SMEs are currently unregistered and 

registered, the interviewee stated that in 2014, a mapping study counted 88,940 Gambian 

owned SMEs, 70% of them are unregistered and only 30% are registered. Interviewee 6 

added that if such a large pool of unregistered Gambian SMEs are under performing, he 

added that it will not be fair to say non-Gambian SMEs are performing more than 

Gambian owned SMEs when we know how well the ministry supported the registered 

Gambian SMEs to perform better than non-Gambian SMEs according to interviewee 6. 

Interviewee 6 was asked to therefore explain what really motivates our Gambian 

entrepreneurs to venture in SMEs. Interviewee 6 answered and stated that with limited 

employment available in the public sector, coupled with weather-related shocks in the 

productive sectors such as agriculture, a growing number of Gambians are turning to the 

SMEs sector for employment and livelihood opportunities. For the majority of rural and 

urban dwellers with no formal paid employment the drive into self-employment is more a 
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matter of survival than of choice. Interviewee 6 was asked to explain how Gambian owned 

SMEs perceive their businesses and their business environment. He answered by stating 

that ‘committed Gambian SMEs that have legally registered and understand business 

management perceive their businesses as ventures that can earn them a better living 

and their business environment as a place for competition and only hard work can yield 

them success’. Interviewee 6 added that the majority of SMEs in the Gambia are not 

attaining sustainable growth because they are not serious about doing business and lack 

almost all the skills necessary to succeed in growing their ventures and this made it hard to 

even help them because the ministry cannot trace them, thus resulting to their lack of 

success in growing their ventures. Interviewee 6 was asked to dwell on what he thinks 

makes non-Gambian SMEs attain sustainable growth while Gambian SMEs struggle to 

achieve similar feets. His response was that non-Gambian SMEs are relatively performing 

better than the majority of Gambian SMEs that do not take business seriously by first 

registering their ventures, acquiring basic business management skills to effectively 

compete with other SMEs. He added that the difference between Gambian SMEs and non- 

Gambian SMEs is the fact that non-Gambian SMEs understand and apply the principles of 

business management, they register their businesses, support each other and grow together 

while most of the Gambian SMEs sees their businesses as part time ventures and do not 

invest much of their time, resources and energy to sustain it. 

MACRO ANTECEDENTS AFFECTING GROWTH OF GAMBIAN SMEs 

Interviewee 6 was asked to further dwell on some of the macro issues affecting the 

sustainable growth of Gambian SMEs. When asked about political factors affecting the 

growth of our Gambian owned SMEs, Interviewee 6 answered by stating that the Gambia 

government had already created numerous policies ranging from trade policy, industrial & 

investment policy, employment policy, regional integration policy, trade and industrial 

development policy, the policy implementation action plan and most importantly SMEs 

policy (2019-2024) which are all geared towards helping Gambian businesses attain their 

full potentials in a growing economy. However, he added that the policies needed some 

adjustments to cater for the larger majority of unregistered Gambian SMEs who had no 

formal business training to facilitate their sustainable growth. We then probe to ask 

interviewee 6 if the tax policy is helping or not helping the Gambian SMEs. Interviewee 6 

responded by stating that tax decisions are handled by another government ministry and 

he understand that taxes are high in the country and so many SMEs his ministry is 

supporting have made similar complains about high taxes but it is a complex problem and 

their ministry (MOTIE) is working with other government stakeholders to come up with a 

feasible solution to help Gambian SMEs but that is dependent on what the government 

deemed best for the nation. We then asked interviewee 6 about his thoughts on the level of 

corruption in the Gambia and how that is impacting the sustainable growth of Gambian 

SMEs. Interviewee 6 stated that corruption is an ‘endemic cancer’ that is not only 

affecting Gambian SMEs but also the development of the whole country at large. He 

added that corruption is a general issue that need the effort of everyone in the country to 

eradicate and he highlighted how the ministry (MOTIE) is working with the central 

government to report and expose culprits of corrupt practices to face the penalties of their 

crimes. Interviewee 6 was asked to share his opinion on what role does the macro- 

economic environment of the Gambia play in the sustainable growth of Gambian owned 

SMEs. Interviewee 6 stated that the Gambia's economy had been struggling for growth 

over the past three years after registering a muted growth of 0.6% in 2020 due to the 

covid19 pandemic, growth levels have picked up to the traditional level at 4.3% in 2021 

and 4.4% in 2022. Interviewee 6 added that these periods are a difficult period that 

seriously hamper the growth of not only Gambian owned SMEs but to a larger extent 

every sector of the country. He went on to state that despite the economic meltdown, the 
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Gambian economy currently thrives on the SMEs sector, contributing an estimated 20% to 

GDP in 2022 and that is the reason the government wants to re-focus its resources and 

support the productive sectors like the SMEs according to interviewee 6.Interviewee 6 

was asked to dwell on what social macro environmental factors he thinks are affecting 

Sustainable growth of Gambian SME. He responded that many Gambians need to change 

their attitudes towards their chosen careers. He added that the reason he said that is 

because so many young Gambian entrepreneurs venture in businesses not because they 

want to be entrepreneurs with solid ideas but because one of their friend or neighbor is 

doing business and getting growth made them also want to shift from their previous 

careers to venture in business and such business never get sustainable interviewee 6 

stated. We then asked interviewee 6 if there are other macro environmental factors that he 

is aware of that are affecting the growth of Gambian owned SMEs. He responded that 

there might be many other factors which his ministry have not got any direct control over 

and exemplified that the underutilization of technological opportunities for business 

growth and state that he is not aware of the policies and plans of the Gambia government 

ministry of information technology in strengthening the SMEs sector but believes that 

something could be done about it to improve the practice of business in the Gambia. He 

also dwells on the legal environment and suggest the ministry of justice to be more 

protective of Gambian SMEs and reduce the exorbitant legal bottlenecks in establishing a 

business venture which he claims might be one reason why many Gambian owned SMEs 

are not officially registered with his ministry (MOTIE). 

5. ANALYSIS 

The analysis is divided into two main components. The first component focuses on the 

business skills and capabilities of Gambian entrepreneurs specialized in the SMEs. We 

further divided analysis of our first component into three subsections that focuses on 

revealing the following: the motivation of Gambian entrepreneurs to start SMEs, how a 

typical Gambians perceived Gambian businesses or its environment and finally the last 

sub section of component one focuses on the level of cooperation among Gambian 

entrepreneurs specializing in SMEs. Moreover, from the theoretical frame, the works of 

Quartey, P. et al., (2017, p. 19), also talks about issues like the education system, culture 

of a region, regulations, and capabilities of the startups business owners in Sub-Saharan 

Africa have always represented challenges of growth. 

The second main component of our analysis focuses on our research questions that help us 

understand the macro environmental factors affecting the growth of Gambian SMEs. We 

decided to narrow this into five subsections with the help of the PESTLE framework 

based on the data we collected which focuses on key macro environmental factors like 

Political, economic, social, technological, and Legal factors. Our goal for this approach is 

to help in revealing the strength or weaknesses Gambian entrepreneurs have while 

simultaneously unveiling the opportunities and threats they face which ultimately affects 

their sustainable growth. Further, numerous studies have revealed many micro and macro 

environmental issues affecting growth of SMEs in Africa. The works of Quartey, P et al., 

is a study that argues that SMEs face a lot of difficulties in accessing finance since most of 

them are not formally registered as businesses-thus not recognised by financial institutions 

Quartey, P et al., (2017, p. 22). 

5.1 Business skills and capabilities 

As previously mentioned, the purpose of this study was geared towards understanding 

why Gambian SMEs struggle to be sustainable. We dedicate the first part of our research 



56  

questions to help us understand specifically what business skills Gambian entrepreneurs 

specializing in SMEs have or did not have that consequently positively or negatively 

affect the sustainable growth of their business ventures. The data we gathered from our 

respondents about the level of business skills possessed by Gambian entrepreneurs that 

specialized in SMEs reveals to some degree a lack of business skills from most of our 

interviewees. Before we go into details about that we reflected on our theoretical 

framework about the need for and importance of business skills and why entrepreneurs are 

supposed to acquire business skills. According to Quartey, P. et al., (2017, p. 16), business 

skills are very relevant for an entrepreneur to be able to develop a business idea, establish 

a business, maintain a business, grow a business, and sustain it. This means that an 

entrepreneurial knowledge is paramount and small-scale entrepreneurs involve in SMEs 

needs to have some degree of training to gain business knowledge to be able to establish a 

business that can go through all the stages of a business life cycle, Quartey, P. et al., 

(2017, p. 16). These business skills include but are not limited to the ability to develop a 

business idea by studying and understanding the mega trends of the society, ability to 

develop a business plan, ability to identify sources of funding and ability to manage the 

operations and finances of the business amongst others, Quartey, P. et al., (2017, p. 17). 

However, other theories in our literature review revealed that entrepreneurs can have 

different motivations to start a business as in the case of opportunity and necessity 

entrepreneurs (Block & Wagner, 2005, p. 13-17) while in other instances the attitude of 

people about a particular type of business or towards specific entrepreneurs plays a crucial 

role in moulding the behaviour of entrepreneurs in how they perceive their own businesses 

and their business environment, (Block & Wagner, 2005, p. 13-17). We have focussed in 

detail on each of these different issues defined above as micro antecedents affecting the 

growth of Gambian SMEs in the subsequent sections. 

5.1.1 Gambian Entrepreneurs motivation to start SMEs 

Traditionally, the main reason for starting a firm has been considered to be economic 

(Carsrud, A., & Brannback, M. 2011, p. 13). The data we gathered about the actual 

motivation of a typical Gambian entrepreneur to start a business venture, specifically an 

SMEs, all lead to one similar answer which is to engage in an activity that can earn them a 

better living. For example, interviewee 1&2 responded that they both lack livelihood skills 

and proper prolonged formal education, and this motivated them to start a business to earn 

a living while interviewee 3 reiterate similar sentiments that she is a housewife with no 

formal education and in order to take care of her needs she thinks doing petty trade is the 

only solution. However, interviewees 4 & 5 have some interesting motivation which 

ultimately lead to the same answer as provided by interviewee 1 & 2 but they are more 

prepared to achieve their business objectives compared to interviewees 1,2 & 3. 

According to interviewees 4 & 5, they are both educated and active civil servants who 

want to supplement their meagre monthly salaries by venturing in a business opportunity 

that they identified to be viable at their primary work environment and decided to gather 

resources and skills to exploit the opportunity. Further, Interviewee 6 who represents a 

government department responsible for making policies for Gambian SMEs also 

highlighted that many Gambians are motivated to venture in petty business due to the 

limited employment opportunities at the public sector coupled with weather related shocks 

in the productive sectors like agriculture. Further, to understand these motivations that our 

data revealed, we have contrasted it with what extant literatures argues about what 

motivates individuals to start a business venture. According to the literatures the following 

are the reasons for individuals to start a business venture; - to satisfying a pressing need 

referred to as necessity based entrepreneurship (Block & Wagner, 2005) or an 

entrepreneur recognize a viable business opportunity and willing to exploit it - also 
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referred to as opportunity based entrepreneurship (Block & Wagner, 2005). With regards 

to our empirical data about motivation of Gambians to venture in business, interviewee 

1,2, 3 and 6 all provided responses that aligns with need-based entrepreneurship theories 

as argued by Block & Wagner (2005, p.11) and such business ventures are largely salary 

replacement ventures or lifestyle fulfilment ventures that do not last for a very long time 

and struggles to sustain growth. However, interviewees 4 & 5 are motivated by a different 

reason which is the fact that they have identified a viable business opportunity, gathered 

the necessary resources to exploit it and that makes them to be classified as opportunity 

based entrepreneurs according to Block & Wagner (2005, p. 11). Therefore, it can be 

observed that four out of our six interviewees consider doing business as means of 

attaining a better livelihood without considering the value of getting the prerequisite 

knowledge or know-how of creating a successful business enterprise. This is an important 

revelation which we will dwell more on to inform our subsequent sections of this paper 

specifically findings and conclusions. 

5.1.2 Gambian Entrepreneurs perception of the business environment 

The sociocultural and political environment influence entrepreneurs' attitudes, motives, 

and intention to start and run a business (Welter & Smallbone 2011, p. 108). The business 

environment has a great impact on the perception of entrepreneurs and their motives to 

establish their own business. Moreover, due to the turbulent nature of the business 

environment, SMEs need to scan their environment - along with the knowledge of their 

industry before venturing into any type of business (Banham, 2010, p.22). In line with this 

theoretical frame, our interviewees had acknowledged the fact that the Gambian business 

environment is very turbulent, and that SMEs are subjected to responding to so many 

market forces. For example, interviewee 2 responded that he believed the Gambian 

business environment is very turbulent and can be very challenging for SMEs however, he 

further argued that there are so many great opportunities for SMEs provided that they are 

able to discover these opportunities. Further, the perceptions of these interviewees (1, 2,3, 

4, & 5) about the Gambian business environment are all the same since they all stated 

similar views and challenges affecting them. For example, interviewees 1 & 3 all made 

mention of how Gambians cannot see the distinction between them as entrepreneurs and 

their business ventures and simply consider them all to be one entity which informs their 

behaviours towards their businesses. They all believed that the Gambian business 

environment is very small, and the opportunities are very minimal, and this can be due to 

the smallness of the country and its population. In addition, interviewees (2 & 6) co- 

incidentally argued that since some Gambian-owned SMEs and most foreign-owned 

SMEs are able to succeed in the same market then they believed that other Gambian 

SMEs that struggle to grow should learn from the ones that are succeeding and try study 

the business environment, have a proper business plan, and most importantly venture into 

the right industry then they will be able to succeed as well. Finally, based on the empirical 

findings on the perceptions of these interviewees about the Gambian business 

environment we may argue that the perceptions of our interviewees is that the business 

environment is very challenging like most business environments in sub-Saharan Africa 

but also with a lot of opportunities to tap into. 

5.1.3 Cooperation between Gambian-owned SMEs 

In assessing the business skills of an entrepreneur one important yardstick is the ability of 

an entrepreneur to leverage its network in the best interest of his/her business venture. 

This point is supported by the works of Leobbecke & Powel (2003, p. 3), who collectively 

argues that the concept of co-opetition which means the ability of firms to simultaneously 

compete and cooperate is not only vital for large technological firms but also SMEs in 
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search of growth opportunities. It is this backdrop that triggered our interest to come up 

with a research question that can help us understand how effective Gambian owned SMEs 

entrepreneurs are in terms of their skills to cooperate, network and support each other to 

grow. Hence it is a common knowledge in the Gambia that there is a high level of 

cooperation among non-Gambian SMEs and their businesses continue to grow 

(https://motie.gm/policies). This has made us think whether co-opetition could be the 

missing piece to explain the puzzle why Gambian SMEs find it hard to grow sustainably. 

Our collected data about the specific research question dedicated towards co-opetition and 

networking among Gambian SMEs revealed the same responses from five out of six 

interviewees. Interviewee 1 to interviewee 5 all stated that there is no form of cooperation 

between Gambian SMEs specifically to partner and support each other to grow. However, 

interviewee 6 provided an interesting answer regarding this question. According to 

interviewee 6, there are so many Gambian SMEs that are illegally doing business because 

they failed to register their business ventures and mostly those are the Gambian SMEs that 

are relatively finding it difficult to sustainably grow their business ventures. What this 

statement affirms is our previous sub heading above which touches on the lack of business 

skills on the side of Gambian entrepreneurs specialized in SMEs proven by their inability 

to follow due process and register their businesses. All the interviewees highlighted a 

common theme in their responses on this question and it all leads to the total absence of 

cooperation to compete between Gambian SMEs. Given a situation like this, the salient 

question we asked ourselves is what might be responsible for this? Is it the level of 

knowledge of the entrepreneurs or is it the history of the practice between previous 

Gambian SMEs. Whatever the answers for these questions are, what is important to 

understand is that networking and co-opetition are tested and proven methods that can 

foster the sustainable growth of both SMEs and large corporations, Leobbecke & Powel 

(2003, p. 9). 

5.2 External business Environment Analysis 

The second component of our analysis to gather answers that can enable us to contribute 

towards understanding why Gambian SMEs find it difficult to sustain their businesses, 

was the systematic study of the macro environment that the Gambian SMEs operate in. 

Our goal was to study some of the most critical macro environmental factors that presently 

affect the Gambian business environment. Our study is guided by the famous PESTEL 

framework even though our focus is centred around the following aspect of the framework 

namely, political factors, economic factors, social factors, technological factors and legal 

factors. In our literature review, we found out that the challenge of access to finance is an 

established problem for SMEs in sub-Saharan Africa, Quartey, P et al., (2017, p. 22), the 

effects of higher taxes, cultural beliefs, technological advancement , the high level of 

corruption and inflation amongst other macro environmental issues are all separately 

studied to enable us to understand what macro environment issues if any are responsible 

or not responsible for the current situation of Gambian owned SMEs operating in the 

Gambia. 

5.2.1 Political Factors 

The political environment analysis was intended to help our studies critically investigate a 

lot of issues in the macro environment that are politically motivated in the context of the 

PESTEL framework. From our literature review, we knew that SMEs are regarded as 

critical to the general development of society (Abdissa et. al 2022, p. 12). They are crucial 

to economically and socially uplifting citizens, as countries cannot just produce jobs for 

all community members (Abdissa et. al 2022, p. 13). In this paper the macro issues of the 

political environment we focussed on includes, the following; government policy for 
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SMEs, the tax policy, corrupt practices and trade restrictions. We understand that the 

political environment of SMEs is primarily controlled by the government - Therefore the 

government has an important role to ensure that the SMEs sector remains highly 

productive so that collectively the sector can improve the performance of the wider 

economy. It is on this belief we ask our respondents about what they think are the political 

issues affecting or not affecting the sustainable growth of Gambian owned SMEs. Our 

data retrieved from our respondents regarding the political component of the PESTEL 

framework suggest that the government still needs to do a lot to improve on the level of 

support rendered to Gambian SMEs. For example when we asked interviewee 1 about 

issues in the political macro environment that are affecting his business, He responded that 

The government policy for Gambian SMEs is just a “Fancy paper”, that is serving the 

interest of very few Gambian businesses. Interviewee 1 does not see the government 

policies as a useful tool for helping his business and talked about the high level of 

corruption at the government business regulatory offices who he said are only serving the 

interest of giant businesses in the country. However, Interviewee 2 had a different view 

compared to interviewee 1 about the political environment and stated that the government 

had created the enabling environment for anyone to freely establish a business venture but 

she does not dispute the high level of corruption in the country that according to her does 

not favour the sustainable growth of Gambian SMEs. Interestingly, Interviewee 3 also 

reiterates the same sentiments about the political macro environment just like interviewee 

1. Interviewee 4 however sees a lot of need for improvement in terms of coordination 

between the different government SMEs sector regulatory departments in terms of internal 

communication between them and reducing bureaucracy. He added that the lack of 

coordination had led to numerous statutory expenses for Gambian SMEs at different 

government agencies for simply registering businesses which he described as a recipe for 

corruption. Interview 5 shares similar sentiments with interviewee 1 & 3 and added that 

the government policies are biased, and taxes keep on increasing every year for struggling 

businesses. Finally, interviewee 6 buttressed on the numerous policies the government 

created for helping the sustainable growth of legally registered Gambian SMEs. He added 

that Gambian SMEs that did not register their businesses are legally not factored by the 

government policies. One thing that interviewee 6 did not dispute was that there is need 

for adjustment in the government policies to cater for small Gambian SMEs that are 

unregistered to help them be on track with modern business operation tools. Interestingly, 

interviewee 6 vindicated what interviewee 4 stated about lack of coordination when he 

answered that tax policies are handled by another government department and his 

department has no control over that thus making it hard for them effectively implement 

their policies for the sustainable growth of Gambian SMEs. 

5.2.2 Economic Factors 

Our next focus on the macro-economic environment on which we aim to understand 

specific issues regarding inflation rate, unemployment rate, interest rates and disposable 

income of Gambians and how these factors affect the sustainable growth of Gambian 

SMEs. The PESTEL framework facilitates our inference on this topic as well. It can be 

recalled from our empirical data that SMEs face three competitive challenges namely - 

global challenges, technological challenges, and sustainability challenges ( Jayasundara et. 

al 2020, p. 24). Accordingly, SMEs must successfully deal with the business environment 

challenges to survive, progress, and meet their expectations, Jayasundara et. al (2020, 

p.29). Further, the business side of SMEs also presents unique challenges, because as the 

SMEs continue to grow, customers multiply, markets become more complex, and 

financial aspects become more critical thus making it difficult for inexperienced 

entrepreneurs to sustain their ventures, Kindstrom et al. (2022, p. 9). This triggered our 
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interest to ask our respondents about what issues might be in the macro-economic 

environment that might be affecting the sustainable growth of Gambian SMEs. The data 

we gathered from our studies on this subject suggested so many unfavourable conditions 

in the economic environment. 6 out of 6 interviewees all have unanimously agreed of a 

very unfavourable macro-economic environment for Gambian owned SMEs in the 

Gambia. Interviewee 1 & 3 both highlighted that due to the high level of unemployment in 

the country, all the SMEs are forced to scramble for a small group of income earners while 

interviewee 2 added that bank loans come with too much interest and making it impossible 

for struggling businesses like his to survive. Interviewee 4 stated how the high taxes by 

the government generate spillover effects on the productivity of Gambian SMEs as prices 

increase because of high taxes on imported commodities thus affecting all local 

businesses. Interviewee 5 buttressed on the depreciation of Gambian currency in value and 

how this is making it expensive for him to buy his merchandise in the neighbouring 

country. Finally, interviewee 6 also reiterated that the Gambian economy had been 

struggling to grow over the past years due the Covid 19 pandemic and poor harvest in the 

agriculture sector. 

5.2.3 Social Factors 

In critically studying the external macro environment of Gambian SMEs, the social factors 

cannot be neglected. Our focus on the social environment of Gambian SMEs using the 

PESTEL framework was centred around the following areas: The cultural barriers, 

Lifestyle attitudes, career attitudes and population growth rates. Social factors had shaped 

the way the society talked and did things and melded the mindset of people towards local 

businesses. The works of Anggadwita & Luturlean (2016) on women entrepreneurs in 

Indonesia had shown that cultural diversity may have an impact on people’s behaviour, 

including women entrepreneurial behaviour and how the society treats women 

entrepreneurs. It is based on such theoretical evidence that informed our decision to 

investigate some of the social issues that might be currently affecting the sustainable 

growth of Gambian SMEs. When we asked our interviewees to share their thoughts on 

what social factor/s is/are affecting Gambian SMEs, lifestyle attitudes became the most 

predominant response as the social issue that mostly negatively affects Gambian SMEs 

growth. Interviewee 1 does not know about any social factors affecting Gambian 

businesses. However, interviewee 2 stated that he knew many of his customers like to 

patronize non-Gambian SMEs and pays for good in cash in non – Gambian stores and 

often times when they come to his store would rather prefer to get the same merchandize 

on loan some of which will never get paid for thus bringing loss to his business. 

Interviewee 3 also elaborates on how women entrepreneurs like her struggle to grow her 

business in an environment where cultural beliefs favour masculinity. She explained that 

because of our social belief that women and all their belongings are owned by the 

husband, this widely accepted norm has been abused by many men in the society, 

especially friends and relatives of the husband. She explained that because of this cultural 

belief her husband’s friends and relatives keep taking merchandise from her business and 

some do not pay back which had contributed immensely to slowing the growth of her 

business. Interviewee 4 also deliberated on behaviour of Gambians towards Gambian 

SMEs. He calls for a change in approach used by Gambians towards Gambian SMEs. 

Adding that because numerous Gambian SMEs had previously short lived and gone out of 

business had created a widespread believe that Gambian SMEs are not meant to last 

longer in business, and it became normal to see a Gambian business underperform in a 

given market and argues that kind of mindset needs to change for the good of Gambian 

SMEs. Interviewee 5 also reiterates similar issues like interviewee 2 & 4 which revolves 

around Gambians attitude of taking from their businesses and seemingly unwilling to pay 
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for the goods being loaned for. Finally, Interviewee 6 lamented on similar social issues as 

previous interviewees which revolved around the attitude of Gambians. His argument was 

slightly different from that of the previous interviewees and pointed out the career 

attitudes of Gambians especially those that leave their careers to venture in business 

because their friend is doing business while they have no background knowledge of 

running a successful business. 

5.2.4 Technological Factors 

Empirical evidence has shown how SMEs in sub-Saharan Africa failed to fully harness the 

opportunity technology provides in growing their business ventures, Kabanda & Brown 

(2017). When a study reveals a finding on Sub-Saharan African entrepreneurs, Gambian 

SMEs cannot be exempted. This reason made it reasonable for us to critically look into the 

technological macro environment of Gambian SMEs and be able to understand how it has 

contributed to shape the current nature of Gambian SMEs. When we asked our 

interviewees about how the macro technological environment affects Gambian SMEs, 

interviewees 1, 3 & 5 does not know any effect of technology on Gambian SMEs. 

However, interviewee 2, 4 & 6 all dwell on the importance of technology to grow 

businesses but also on Gambian SMEs are underutilizing the opportunity. For example, 

Interviewee 2’s response was “I use WhatsApp a lot to do free marketing '' to showcase a 

recognition of an important effect technological environment has on his business while 

interviewee 4 categorically points at how Gambian SMEs are underutilizing the 

technology to their advantage. He added a recommendation that SMEs should partner with 

GSM companies and conduct mass SMS marketing campaigns for their products and 

services targeting the youthful population among which everyone has a smart phone 

according to interviewee 4. Interviewee 6 also recognized the underutilization of the 

technological environment and said that he is not aware of the plans of the responsible 

ministry of the Gambia government and cannot make further comments. 

5.2.5 Legal Factors 

The legal environment becomes the last section of the macro environment that we 

have interest in studying to understand what factors in it, is/are affecting the 

sustainable growth of Gambian SMEs. We continue to use the PESTLE framework as 

in figure 1 as our working tool/guide and our focus was on discrimination laws, 

employment laws and consumer protection laws. We are able to understand from extant 

literature how turbulent the legal environment can be for SMEs in trying to abide by the 

set rules for the industry, Son-Dang-Duc (2011, p. 2). The data we gathered from our 

respondents suggest how imbalanced the legal environment of the Gambia is and highly 

unfavourable to Gambian owned SMEs. Interviewee 1 does not know about any legal 

environmental factors affecting Gambian SMEs, however interviewee 2 expressed his 

dissatisfaction about the legal environment of the Gambia stating that it is filled with 

obstacles for growth and as result he prefers to operate his business without being 

registered. Interviewee 3 & 5 expressed similar sentiments like interviewee 2 and both 

added that there is no legal protection of Gambian SMEs blaming the government for not 

creating laws that can protect Gambian owned SMEs from exploitation. Interviewee 4 also 

highlighted that the legal environment needs to be properly regulated in order to 

support the growth of Gambian SMEs. Interviewee 4 & 6 also shares similar 

sentiments stating that there are numerous statutory regulation fees imposed on 
SMEs in the Gambia from different government departments which could all be reduced 

to one-time minimal payment at one SMEs government’s regulatory office. Finally, 

interviewee 6 further added that the government should be more protective of the 
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Gambian SMEs and claims that the ministry responsible for this is not the ministry he 

works for but believes there is room for improvement in terms of protecting Gambian 

SMEs 

5.3 DISCUSSION 

The analysis of the various responses from our interviewees above had made it easy to 

move closer to understanding some of the factors that are affecting Gambian owned SMEs 

positively or negatively in attaining sustainable growth. The various categorization of 

responses for our interview questions into micro and macro antecedents made it possible 

to see internal and external strengths and weaknesses while simultaneously revealing the 

internal and external threats of Gambian SMEs. However, it is important to note that the 

purpose of our research was to trigger an understanding of why Gambian owned SMEs 

find it hard to attain sustainable growth not to do a SWOT analysis of Gambian owned 

SMEs as it appears. The research questions for our interviewees were set up in such a way 

that our gathered data would appear as if a SWOT analysis was what we conducted. This 

approach had helped our studies to be able to touch on so many different factors ranging 

from micro and macro issues that had all collectively contributed to affect the sustainable 

growth of Gambian owned SMEs. 

In the analysis of our research question 1 regarding motivational factors that influence 

Gambian entrepreneurs to start an SME business, it can be observed that only interviewee 

4 & 5 had demonstrated preparedness to succeed with their business initiatives while 

interviewee 1, 2, & 3 fails to demonstrate being prepared to succeed. Interviewee 4 & 5 

follows an approach that aligns with opportunity based entrepreneurs while interviewee 1, 

2, & 3 follows a necessity based entrepreneurial approach Block & Wagner (2005, p. 11). 

From the arguments of Block & Wagner (2005), it can be deduced that for an entrepreneur 

to succeed in business, it is very important for them to have a good motivation. With a 

good motivation to start a business, an entrepreneur will ensure it starts off the business 

life on a good footing by acquiring the required knowledge and resources prior to pursuit 

of an entrepreneurial opportunity. The lack of good motivation to start a business had 

made the businesses of Interviewee 1,2 & 3 continue to struggle with little growth 

attainable over the years. They all explained the lack of prior knowledge and resources to 

pursue their respective SMEs which had made their entrepreneurial experience worse 

compared to interviewee 4 & 5. 

In the case of our research question 2 which also revolves around trying to understand 

micro behavioural traits of Gambian entrepreneurs that have significant effects on the 

sustainable growth of their SMEs. The question aims to understand how a Gambian 

entrepreneur's perception of business and their business environment affects the 

performance of their various business ventures. This is important because people's 

perception about a business and the business environment informs their behaviours in it, 

Welter, & Smallbone, (2011, p. 108). Our empirical data regarding perception reveals a 

widespread belief among our interviewees that Gambian SMEs operate in a turbulent 

environment characterized by customers and some business owners who do not 

understand that entrepreneurs are quite distinct from their business and the two are 

separate entities that are not the same. However, despite the prevalence of that 

misconception, our interviewees also believe that the business environment has some good 

opportunities that if properly exploited will make them have sustainable ventures. 

Regarding the research question 3 which was about knowing the level of cooperation 

between Gambian SMEs, based on our gathered data - it has become evident that 

Gambian owned SMEs do not see cooperation and partnership as an important tool they 
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can leverage to sustainably grow their business ventures. Despite the numerous theoretical 

evidence on the importance of networking and co-opetition for providing SMEs with 

embeddedness, intangible resources, strategic alliances (Borgatti & Foster 2003, p. 12-16) 

and outmatch a stronger competitor and help penetrate into new markets (Gnyawali & 

Park , 2009, p 313) respectively. However, our interviewees 1, 2, 3, 4, & 5 had all stated 

that Gambian owned SMEs do not cooperate to ensure they gain market power but instead 

they disunite and intensify competition among themselves to the advantage of their market 

rivals which comprises of a united force of non-Gambian SMEs. The response from 

interviewee 6 regarding this research question further reveals the lack of business skills on 

the side of Gambian SMEs entrepreneurs who have not been able to register their business 

ventures and as a result will not want to create partnership with other Gambian SMEs 

legally. 

After trying to understand some behavioural traits of Gambian SME entrepreneurs that 

help us move towards explaining why they find it hard to sustain their businesses. We now 

shift our focus on the external factors that also contributed towards making attaining 

sustainability difficult for Gambian SMEs. To do as earlier stated we used the PESTEL 

framework in figure 1 that helps our research to study different areas of the macro 

environment. We begin with the political environment which we have dedicated our 

research question 4 on. It has become evident with the data we have that there is lack of 

proper coordination on the side of the government to ensure rendering effective support 

for a smooth operation and growth of Gambian SMEs. What Interviewees 1, 2,3,4, and 5 

stated when asked about the political environment reveals a lot of room for improvement 

on the side of the government for example to reduce bureaucracy, too many statutory 

payments to register businesses and ensuring nonregistered businesses are factored in 

policy plans. However, it is also important for Gambian SMEs to register their business 

entities to stand a chance to be recognized and traceable to the government so that they 

can get the required support for growing their business through the government. 

Furthermore, as we dig deep down in the macro environment with the PESTLE 

framework in figure 1, we tried to also study the contribution of the macro-economic 

factors that affect Gambian SMEs from attaining sustainable growth. Our data regarding 

the macro-economic environment clearly reveals a lot of negative issues from all our 

interviewees ranging from high levels of unemployment, high inflation, lack of price 

controls, high taxes spillover effects and underperformance of the country’s productive 

sectors. It can be seen that all these issues around the economic environment raised by our 

interviewees are antecedents controlled and managed by the Gambia government. 

Therefore, it is wise to say the government should fix the macro-economic environmental 

issues in order to make Gambian SMEs thrive and attain sustainable growth. 

In addition, we continue our studies of the macro environment, and our next stop is the 

social environment where culture, lifestyle attitudes, career attitudes and population 

growth rates become the centre of our focus. One of the issues that stands out from the 

data we gathered is lifestyle attitudes of Gambians towards Gambian SMEs. The fact that 

all our interviewees mentioned this social issue regarding attitude clearly reveals a 

problematic behavioural trait on the side of Gambians that need to change in order to 

make Gambian SMEs attain sustainable growth. For example, using a widely accepted 

cultural norm which allows one to take goods from the business of a Gambian SME and 

not pay for it because the entrepreneur is a woman or is simply a neighbour or relative 

should not be acceptable and needs to change. In addition, the adaptive expectations of 

Gambians towards Gambian SMEs as bound to fail needs to change. For example, 

according to interviewee 5, there are many Gambians who see Gambian SMEs as business 

entities bound to have a short life span and fail because many previous Gambian SMEs 
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did not attain sustainable growth or make it far. Some Gambians should be ready to 

patronize their fellow Gambian SME entrepreneurs and start paying for goods and 

services they get instead of taking it as a loan and never pay for the loan. Therefore, what 

we understand from the macro social environment of Gambian SMEs is that there are 

culturally motivated behaviours and lifestyles that are hampering the sustainable growth 

of Gambian SMEs. The social macro environment as our data indicates is controlled by 

the public and it should be fine-tuned by the people in order to address the challenges it 

renders to Gambian SMEs. 

Another very interesting factor we found out in the macro environment that also affects 

the sustainable growth of Gambian owned SMEs is the technological environment. The 

technological environment plays a crucial role in helping the growth of businesses and in 

our efforts to understand how technological advancement is affecting the growth of 

Gambian - owned SMEs, we focus on two important issues as covered by our PESTEL 

framework namely technological awareness and technological innovation. Interviewees 

1,3 & 5 do not give any explanation about how the technological environment could help 

support his business. Interviewee 2 demonstrated awareness about the importance of the 

technological environment for the growth of her business in terms of marketing initiatives 

regarding her business. However, interviewee 2 does not explain any innovative idea 

regarding how to use the benefits that the technological environment comes with in order 

to foster the sustainable growth of her business. In addition, interviewee 4 becomes the 

only respondent among our research participants that demonstrates knowledge of both 

technological awareness and technological innovation in relation to the macro 

technological environment. Interviewee 4 clearly understands the opportunity that 

technological environment brings and explains how Gambian SMEs are underutilizing 

those opportunities in growing their businesses. The response from interviewee 6 

highlights that the Gambia government needs to improve the technological infrastructure 

to ensure Gambian SMEs regardless of their location have access in order to continue 

growing their businesses. 

The final part of the macro environment we will include in our discussion is the legal 

environment. The fact that all our respondents including the representative of the 

government all stated that there is need for improvement in the legal environment of 

Gambian owned SMEs, should be a clarion call for immediate action by the local 

authorities in the Gambia to start looking into fixing the legal environment. 

6. CONCLUSION 

We decided to divide the conclusion into different parts. The first part is to explain our 

research findings, and which was aimed to answer the research questions. The followed 

parts and or sections are the theoretical and practical implications of the study and their 

contributions. Furthermore, we discussed the societal, social, and ethical implications of 

the study. This was to highlight the moral and ethical issues which were factored in 

throughout the research study. Finally, we ended by discussing the limitations of the study 

and further stating out suggestions for future research. 

6.1 MAIN RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Our approach in this study has helped us find the answers for all our research questions 

and led us to fulfil the purpose of this study. This was made possible through our literature 

reviews that informed our development of the right interview questions, how we were able 

to collect primary data and analysis of the respective findings. The interviews help us to 

look into micro and macro issues that are affecting the sustainable growth of Gambian - 
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owned SMEs and help us gain some understanding towards answering our research 

questions. However it is important to note that these findings will be a step closer in trying 

to understand and explain partially why Gambian - owned SMEs are finding it difficult to 

attain sustainable growth and not a conclusive nor a general overview of all the factors 

affecting the sustainable growth Gambian - owned SMEs. 

Why do Gambian owned SMEs struggle to attain sustainable growth? 

A lot of factors combined to clearly explain the current state of business for Gambian 

owned SMEs. As discussed in our analysis, it can be seen that both micro and macro 

factors combined to explain why some Gambian owned SMEs are struggling to attain 

sustainable growth. In the analysis of the micro factors, we focussed on the Gambian as a 

person and assessed their capabilities to do business, their belief in social norms which 

affects their business decisions and their level of interactions with others to help grow 

their businesses. Our data on this section of the analysis part reveals that necessity-based 

entrepreneurship is a dominant approach for business among Gambian SMEs. For 

example, 70% of our research participants have all demonstrated how they and their SMEs 

lack the vision and desire to pursue long term business objectives. Given our primary data, 

we have seen a high prevalence of lack of business skills among our respondents. For 

example, interviewees 1, 3 & 4 all said they have ventured in business to simply satisfy 

their needs and that of their family. With such answers, we have seen a total lack of long- 

term vision and innovation in their approach to do business. What this indicates is that, 

over 50% of our respondents see doing business as an escape route when they cannot do 

well in their previous endeavours or careers. They decided to do business at the moment 

when they lose hope in other life careers that they pursued earlier and consider venturing 

in SMEs as an easy route that can earn them a livelihood without acquiring the 

prerequisite skills or resources needed to sustain and grow a viable business. Therefore, 

the businesses of these people struggle to attain sustainable growth because they lack the 

knowledge and also the creativity needed to help their businesses attain sustainable 

growth. The importance of gaining business skills for an entrepreneur is paramount 

because as firms progress and experience growth, they also confront managerial 

challenges related to structural aspects and decision-making and for organizations that 

expand from very small and growing, these challenges become pronounced, (Daniel et. al, 

2020, p. 7). As it can be clearly observed in our data, necessity-based entrepreneurship 

perfectly merges the approach of 70% of our research participants as they all lack the 

prerequisite business knowledge and skills needed to cope with the challenging business 

environment they operate in. 

Secondly, in the analysis of micro antecedents, we are able to identify a total lack of 

understanding of the importance of cooperation and partnership in terms of business 

growth among our respondents. All our respondents fail to dwell on how partnership with 

other Gambian or non-Gambian businesses could help their business have access to 

external resources that can eventually help their business ventures grow. 80% of the 

interviewees talked about the unity between non-Gambian SMEs and how non-Gambian 

SMEs support each other but when it comes for them to unite and form similar alliances, 

our respondents state that they see other Gambian SMEs as competitors and do not trust 

each other. This attitude of Gambian SMEs as highlighted by our respondents will 

continue to make them weaker and lack competitive advantage in their own market. 

The third and final finding we are able to reach from the analysis of the micro antecedents 

is the high prevalence of inferiority complexes among Gambians based on what our 

interviewees narrated. For example, our respondents stated that there is a high adaptive 

expectation among Gambians that a Gambian SME is bound to fail as previous Gambian 
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SMEs never make it - which is a sign of inferiority complex that is not helpful and needs 

to change for the good of Gambian SMEs. This way of perceiving and viewing Gambian 

SMEs has developed a special behaviour in which Gambian SMEs are approached, 

supported and patronize over the years as narrated by our research participants. It is 

because of this adaptive expectation, that many Gambians will take merchandise on loan 

from a fellow Gambian SME and will not pay for the loan items while they always pay in 

cash and carry in other stores owned by non-Gambians according to our respondents. 

Therefore, it is going to be very important that such attitudes and expectations are changed 

positively for Gambian SMEs to attain sustainable growth. 

Figure. 2 Micro Antecedents affecting sustainable growth of Gambian - owned 

SMEs 
 

The other part of our analysis which focussed on identifying issues affecting the 

sustainable growth of Gambian SMEs considered to be referred to as macro antecedents in 

these studies reveals the following findings. First, it is important to note that our analysis 

of the macro environment was done through the PESTLE framework and our focus was 

the political, economic, social, technological, and legal environment. In the political 

environment where we focused on issues like government policy, political stability, level 

of corruption in the country and the tax policy, we were made to understand from our 

respondents that the government policies are existing but only there to serve the interest of 

a few giant Gambian businesses according to our respondents. However, an interesting 

revelation according to the government representative in the studies is that the policies are 

made for registered Gambian SMEs and there are many Gambian SMEs that do not 

benefit from these policies because they have not registered their business ventures. 

Further our respondents query the government tax policies and indicate it is too much to 

bear especially when registering a business. Most of our respondents complain of the high 

level of corruption in most of the government business regulatory institutions where they 

have to pay bribes or get delayed in registering their businesses. Further, our respondents 

see political stability as very positive but indicate that instead it serves as a boosting factor 
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for Gambian SMEs growth, it is attracting foreign SMEs to the country who continue to 

have a firm grip on the Gambian market. 

Furthermore, from the macro-economic environment analysis, we found out that 80% of 

our respondents complain of the high level of inflation in the country and the lack of price 

control. The high level of inflation relatively affects Gambian- owned SMEs who are 

mostly retailers and struggling to grow according to our respondents. In addition, the 

social norms and cultural beliefs that a woman is a wife material that men own them, and 

all their belongings is affecting our women entrepreneurs as stressed by interviewee 3. 

Because of this cultural practice, one of our respondents indicates that many of her 

husband’s relatives use this social belief to take goods from her shop and never worries 

about paying for the goods which ultimately hamper the growth of her business. 

Therefore, this has made us arrive at the conclusion that there are some cultural beliefs 

within the Gambian societies that are not helping the growth of Gambian SMEs. In 

addition, we have been able to understand from our respondents that they are not 

harnessing the full extent of benefits the technological environment. Accordingly, their 

narrations reveal their inability to use the technologies available in today’s business world 

and use it to grow their businesses through social media, internet and software 

applications. In the last part of the PESTLE analysis, we are able to understand how the 

legal environment lacks the mechanisms to protect Gambian - owned SMEs against 

unhealthy competition from non-Gambian businesses. 

 Figure 3.  Macro Antecedents Affecting Gambian - owned SMEs growth  
 

 

 

 

What can be done to make Gambian - owned SMEs attain sustainable growth? 

First and most importantly, Gambian - owned SMEs should see doing business as a 

serious undertaking that requires one to be skilful and willing to sacrifice time and 

resources to succeed in it. Instead of necessity based entrepreneurship practices, Gambian 

SMEs should pursue opportunity based entrepreneurship in the sense that they need to be 



68  

able to identify business opportunities, develop business plans, gather the necessary 

resources and pursue a business idea. The lack of opportunity-based entrepreneurship 

among a large majority of our research participants has clearly become the root cause of 

the subsequent challenges they face in their business life cycle. Opportunity based 

entrepreneurship will require an entrepreneur to have both short term and long-term 

objectives with a solid business plan and clear sense of direction. This will require 

attaining some degree of business knowledge and skills and that is the gap that has to be 

filled by the government through effective policies aimed at local entrepreneur capacity 

development which should provide more training of both new and old Gambian SMEs and 

guide them to success. The way forward on this issue is that the Gambia government 

should try to develop the skills of Gambian entrepreneurs to be competent enough to run 

their businesses - because a pool of competent individuals is central to the initiation of 

entrepreneurship, (Shehnaz et. al 2018, p. 3) and SMEs are very important players in 

enhancing steady economic growth of a country, Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.412. 

Secondly, if Gambian SMEs are supported with an all-inclusive government policy that 

makes them pursue opportunity based entrepreneurial ideas, the next important thing they 

need to do is to start the creation of cooperation and networks among themselves. Because 

it is important to note that an entrepreneur's ability to effectively build networks and 

structural characteristics of those networks plays a crucial role in a firm's performance, 

Lechner et. al (2006, p. 516). Depending on the types of businesses they pursue, Gambian 

SMEs doing similar types of business can create constellations of networks that can 

support each other by sharing market information, resources, and technology. According 

to Borgatti & Foster (2003, p. 12-16), networking has the potential to provide firms with 

access to valuable intangible resources like social capital, embeddedness, network 

organizations and organizational networks, board interlocks and joint venturing or 

interfirm alliances. Therefore, networking will undoubtedly be a great catalyst for growth 

for Gambian entrepreneurs. Further, Gambian SMEs should not see each other as rivals or 

enemies that should never cooperate instead, they can gain more mutually by coming 

together to share ideas and resources thus applying the concept of co-opetition to 

sustainably grow their businesses. Because according to Gnyawali & Robert, (2011, p. 

652), competing firms possess relevant resources and face similar pressures, collaboration 

with competitors enables firms to acquire and create new technological knowledge and 

use the knowledge in pursuit of innovations, Gnyawali & Robert, (2011, p. 652). 

Therefore appreciating the concept of co-opetition among Gambian SMEs just like 

networking will not only make Gambian SMEs a stronger force to reckon with in the 

Gambian market, but could to a large extent help change the narratives of adaptive 

expectations that our respondents claim Gambians have towards the Gambian SMEs as 

entities bound to fail and they too will not allow anyone to take from their businesses 

without paying for the goods and services. 

Thirdly, it will be very important for the Gambia government to come up with laws that 

are meant to actively protect Gambian SMEs from exploitation by non-Gambian importers 

who condone preferential treatment and give more favours to their counterpart non- 

Gambian SMEs as highlighted by our respondents. The government needs to improve on 

its recognition of the significant role that the SMEs sector could have in the overall 

performance of the Gambian economy and most importantly the contribution of Gambian 

owned SMEs. It is evident that, to achieve the objective of economic integration through 

competitiveness, employment generation and income distribution in most African 

countries, SMEs assume an important role, (Oluwayemisi et. al 2020, p.412). Therefore, 

the suppression of Gambian - owned SMEs leading to their underperformance by external 

competitors is a practice that the Gambia government can easily stop with proactive laws 

that encourage a level playing ground for all businesses operating in the Gambia. 
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However, for this to be realized, the government needs to eradicate and punish corrupt 

practices within its institutions. Without such efforts by the government of the Gambia, it 

will be very difficult for Gambian entrepreneurs across the country to be able to have 

equal access to government support in terms of policies and infrastructures geared towards 

helping Gambian SMEs attain sustainable growth. For example our respondents indicates 

that they are aware of the numerous opportunities for growth in the technological 

environment but they are not able to still tap into these opportunities because of lack of 

reliable access and exorbitant charges they face from government business regulatory 

offices which makes it hard for them to have reserved resources to use explore 

opportunities in the technological environment. 

Figure. 4 Gambian -owned SMEs proposed sustainable growth model 
 

 

6.2 Theoretical and Practical Implications 

We would like to emphasize the numerous theoretical implications of this research study. 

First, there is little or no research findings on why the majority of Gambian-owned SMEs 

still struggle to become sustainable in the country. Though research studies are still 

conducted on the factors hindering the growth and sustainability of SMEs in the world, we 

were unable to find any study done on the Gambian context. Secondly, a lot of 

Researchers and Scholars have made significant findings on the challenges faced by 

SMEs. However, on our search for literature and articles on why Gambian-owned SMEs 

are less sustainable as compared to foreign-owned businesses, we were also unable to find 

any study on the topic ‘why foreign-owned firms perform better in terms of growth and 

sustainability as compared to domestic-owned firms’ and this might be that it is a very 

rare case for foreign-owned firms to dominate in a domestic market of another country. 

Note, we would also want to make it clear that our findings (interviews) were based on six 

(6) individuals of a population of 2.77million and that the perceptions of these individuals 

do not represent the whole population since The Gambia has some Gambian -owned 

SMEs that face little or no challenges and are very successful in their various businesses. 
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This research study contributes to new understanding of the challenges affecting SMEs 

sustainability especially in sub-Saharan Africa. A new knowledge and findings on the 

reasons affecting Gambia-owned SMEs towards sustainability were found and therefore, 

pave a way for future research. Moreover, the research study can be very helpful for future 

researchers who plan to contribute additional knowledge on the challenges faced by SMEs 

in sub-Saharan Africa and more specifically on similar cases to The Gambia. Practically, 

the findings(interviews) in this research study are both from successful SMEs business 

owners and the ones who are still struggling to become successful in the market. Thus- it 

will help the struggling SMEs to learn and understand some of the challenges affecting 

them directly by learning from the successful ones in the market. In addition, this study 

can be beneficial for future aspiring Gambian business investors to also understand and 

find solutions to avoid being affected by similar challenges. Further, it provides an 

opportunity for institutions that support Gambian startups and SMEs businesses to 

understand the specific areas to support in terms of knowledge and finance. Theoretically, 

as mentioned above this study can contribute to previous knowledge and increase 

knowledge in understanding the challenges in growth and sustainability of SMEs in Sub- 

Saharan Africa and The Gambian in particular. 

6.3 Societal, Social, and Ethical Implications 

Ethical issues are present in any kind of research and therefore, very key for research to be 

conducted morally and responsibly (Orb, A, et al., 2001, p. 93). Violation of human rights 

in scientific research study has been among the darkest events in history (Orb, A, et al., 

2001, p. 93). Thus, it is very significant to conduct research in an ethical manner and 

avoid any harm to both the Researcher and participants. There are some social, societal, 

and ethical implications included in this study. These implications were carefully 

considered, and which are discussed below. The societal and social implications are 

presented first and followed by the ethical implications. 

6.3.1 Societal and Social Implication 

This topic of research has a great potential impact on the economy of a country and thus- 

has some social and societal implications. Researchers argued that development of SMEs 

can boost the growth of any country especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. SMEs growth and 

sustainability are a societal issue and so have implications on the growth of the society. 

The challenges of SMEs have been a decade of discussion by many Researchers and all 

these discussions are geared towards developing the society. Despite the numerous 

research on the challenges affecting SMEs and significant literature on how these 

challenges can be mitigated, there are still thousands of SMEs still struggling to become 

sustainable. The aim of studying this important topic is to understand the specific 

challenges faced by Gambian-owned SMEs and which we believe can go a long way in 

developing the growth of the Gambian society. This study also has implications on how 

individuals interested in pursuing entrepreneurship can understand what skills they need in 

order to be successful and to a large extend, it can also make the government business 

regulators understand the various issues affecting Gambian - owned SMEs at different 

macro environments in order to make informed policies and programs aimed at 

developing the business environment. Further, another important implication this study 

can have on Gambian SMEs business society is to promote the culture of unity for a 

common purpose which seems to be currently lacking among them. On the social 

implications, the study has revealed some negative social interactions and beliefs that 

ought to change in order to help Gambian SMEs attain sustainable growth thus an 

important implication will be an improved social cohesion and triggering of positive 

perception directed towards Gambian - owned SMEs. 
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6.3.2 Ethical Implications 

The nature of ethical issues in qualitative research is subtle and quite different as in 

quantitative research study (Orb, A, et., 2001, p. 93). Several ethical considerations were 

applied throughout the research study. First, all the participants in this study were well- 

informed about the purpose of the research, their participation and contribution to the 

study, and most importantly they were informed about the voluntary participation. The 

terms of confidentiality were well-stated in the interview guideline and was also explained 

to them verbally. The participants gave their consent to take part in the study and were 

also informed about their right to withdraw at any time they wished. Informed consent is 

dynamic, and respondents can exercise their rights to be anonymous and to voluntarily 

accept or refuse to partake in any research study (Orb, A, et al., 2001, p. 95). Therefore, 

with regards to informed consent a clear information was given to the interview 

respondents both written and verbally before and after their participation in the study. We 

further explained the terms of privacy, how their identity and any identifying information 

will be anonymous and well-protected. Moreover, another vital principle observed in this 

study was beneficence and which is doing good and preventing harm. Any potential harm 

posed on Researchers and participants should be avoided and therefore, potential 

consequences and protection in revealing participants’ identities is a moral obligation to 

Researchers (Orb, A, et al., 2001, p. 95). To achieve integrity and accuracy, the principle 

of transparency and openness was applied throughout the research study process. 

Information was clearly written, and participants were given the right to access 

information any time they wished. They were given the opportunity to ask questions with 

regards to the research study, how their data will be collected and saved, and further given 

chances to ask questions after the interviews. This was to ensure that there is trust between 

us as the researchers and the respondents. We believe building trust between us and the 

respondents will help us in getting accurate information and more credible data. 

Furthermore, since it is very difficult to obtain data in Sub-Saharan African it is therefore 

very important for Researchers to be honest, transparent, and truthful in their research 

process. In addition, since we faced some challenges in getting and convincing 

respondents in participating in our research study, we therefore maintain a high level of 

trust, honesty, transparency, and integrity throughout the research process. This was 

achieved by following various ethical considerations and principles. 

6.4 LIMITATION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

There are several limitations on this study, and which should be discussed. We would also 

discuss what potential future research could be significant to contribute to increase 

knowledge on this research topic. The first limitation identified was not being able to get 

more information on why some Gambian-owned SMEs are sustainable despite the 

majority struggling to be successful in the country. Since our main purpose was to have an 

understanding on why the majority of Gambian-owned SMEs are not sustainable, we 

deemed it important to also have an idea on what are the factors that contribute to the 

success of some of the Gambian-owned SMEs. However, due to challenges we faced in 

mobilizing interview participants for the study we couldn't get a significant number of 

successful Gambian-owned SMEs owners’ perspectives on this important topic. 

Moreover, our initial plan was to get a reasonable number of participants from both 

Gambian-owned SMEs who are sustainable in the business environment and the ones who 

are facing the challenges of being sustainable. The reason for this plan was to have a better 

understanding of the research topic and to get a deeper knowledge on the challenges faced 

by them. Another limitation on this study was not being able to get more opinions from 

the policy makers and institutions established to support these SMEs. Since the majority 
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of our Respondents highlighted the challenges, they faced in accessing support both in 

terms of knowledge and funds we also deemed it necessary to get a clue on how these 

institutions work with these SMEs. In addition to the limitation on this study was not 

being able to get respondents from all the regions in the country. The Gambia has seven 

(7) regions, and we were able to get interview participants from only two (2) regions. So, 

since our data was narrow therefore, we concluded that the study wasn't a fair 

representation of the challenges faced by all Gambian-owned SMEs. That being the case, 

the findings of this study are only the views of some Gambians on what they believed to 

be some of the major challenges affecting the sustainability of Gambian-owned SMEs. 

Finally, this research was based on explaining and trying to explore some of the major 

challenges affecting Gambian-owned SMEs sustainability. The data and information on 

this study are based on the opinions of only six (6) individuals and therefore, 

transferability of the results is or may not be applicable to the entire Gambian SMEs 

population and any other country in the world. Secondly, the purpose of this study was not 

aimed at generally understanding all the factors affecting the Gambian-owned SMEs 

sustainability but rather to understand specifically some of the major challenges. We only 

aimed at shedding additional knowledge on this topic and getting new insights on 

challenges faced by some of these SMEs. Thus, we believe future research has a great 

opportunity to extend this research topic as there is no or few studies on why Gambian- 

owned SMEs are not sustainable. Future research can aim at having a larger and more 

representative sample to get an in-depth understanding on this research topic. Moreover, 

future research can also try to examine if the challenges are generally applicable to all the 

seven (7) regions in The Gambia and actions to help mitigate some of these challenges. It 

would be also interesting for future research to get more views on some of the institutions 

established to support these SMEs and what these institutions believe to be the major 

complaints of the SMEs. Finally, we recommend getting more views from the successful 

Gambian-owned SMEs on what and how they were able to overcome some of these 

challenges and which we believe can go a long way in helping many Gambian-owned 

SMEs to mitigate their challenges more importantly become sustainable. 
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APPENDIX 2 EMAIL MESSAGE TO RESPONDENTS 

Dear (respondent name), 

We, (Musa Darboe and Isatou B. Jallow) are graduate students in Business Development 

and internationalization at Umea University in Sweden. Currently, we are conducting 

research on the topic 

“Towards understanding Factors that makes it difficult for Gambian owned small and 

medium size businesses to attain sustainable growth” 

These are the two research questions: 

1. Why do Gambian owned SMEs struggle to attain sustainable growth? 

https://www.bing.com/images/search?q=PESTEL%2BAnalysis%2B%26%2BUses%2Bin
https://corporatefinanceinstitute.com/resources/management/pestel-analysis/
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2. What can be done to make Gambian owned SMEs attain sustainable growth? 

 

The interview process will be semi-structured, which will require interview processes to 

gather relevant data. Therefore, we would like to interview you as you have been in a 

managerial position /work in the factory/work with companies that impact the business 

sector in the Gambia, to provide us some information in relation to our research questions. 

Due to the distance and time for us to meet you in person interviews, we would like to 

conduct the interview via zoom or teams if possible. As our master’s program is in English, 

the interview process will be undertaken in English and could last for roughly 45 minutes 

in duration. 

This interview will follow the ethical guidelines as stipulated in the Umea School Business 

Economic (USBE) academic writing. Research participants will be informed about their 

rights. The following principle will be fully observed: participants’ privacy and personal 

data protection will be highly observed, and the anonymity of the participants and institution 

they represent will be confidential, the researchers will maintain honesty in all aspects and 

stages of the research process, during the interview, the processes will include recording for 

analysis and transcription purposes. Additionally, you are entitled not to answer any 

question you feel uncomfortable with. We will be glad to have an interview with you 

between 5th June to 11th June 2023, at any time convenient for you. Moreover, any 

informants who are interested in a recorded video of his or her interview will be shared with 

you. 

Furthermore, during the interview process, the research informants will be in control of how 

they respond to interview questions. The data collected will be handled confidentially, 

which means the researchers will not disclose or use the interview data without the 

permission of the participants. The interview guide question will be utilized during 

interview processes which I have attached to this email and you can go through it before the 

scheduled interview. 

We will highly appreciate your contribution towards completing our master’s thesis. While 

counting on your support and consideration, we remain. 

yours Sincerely, 

Musa & Isatou 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 3. INTERVIEW GUIDE AND TALKING POINTS 

1. General knowledge about the respondent 

• Position /status/ organization 

• What is your educational status. 

• What does you/your company do? 

2. Knowledge about Gambian owned SME’s 

• Have you had any interaction with Gambian SMEs? 

• How do Gambian business owners perceive their own businesses and the 

business environment in Gambia? 

• What motivate Gambian entrepreneurs to venture in small and medium size 

business? 

3. Awareness of challenges for Gambian SME’s in relation to sustainability 
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• What are the main challenges faced by Gambian-owned small and medium 

sized businesses in Gambia when it comes to sustainability? 

• What factors contribute to the success or failure of small and medium -sized 

business in Gambia? 

4. What PESTEL (political, economic, social, technological, ecological and 

Legal) factors affect sustainability of Gambian SME’s? 

• Does the political, economic, cultural and social factors play in the success or 

failure of small and medium – sized businesses in Gambia? 

• Are the Gambia government policies for SME’s effective in enhancing 

sustainable growth? 

• Does low or high technological usage have any impact on sustainable growth of 

Gambian owned SME’s? 

• How about the legal environment? Does it have any effect on Gambian SME’s 

growth/degrowth? 

5. Knowledge of competitive environment 

• What is/are the factor/s that makes non-Gambian SME’s successful in the 

Gambia? 

• What can Gambian owned SME’s do to attain sustainable growth? 


