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What Factors Affect Coaching and Mentoring in Small and Medium Sized Enterprises 
 Dave Peel 
 
Abstract 
 This study adopts a mixed methodology case study approach in order to provide support for the call for a radical re-evaluation of what enables coaching and mentoring within the small and medium sized enterprise (SME) context. The findings highlight the complex and inter–related nature of many of the barriers that hinder practice and support the contention that at the core of both of these phenomena is the pervasive level of control that owner/managers actually wield. Significantly this means that owner/manages hold the key to coaching and mentoring success within the SME environment and their engagement by government agencies and providers is crucial.   
 
Introduction 
 Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) possess a set of ‘unique’ characteristics. These characteristics make studying SMEs especially challenging because of the need to develop a different appreciation and understanding compared to larger companies (Beaver and Jennings, 2000, Hill and McGowan, 1999, Jennings and Beaver, 1997, Storey, 1994 and Carson and Cromie, 1990). 
The two key questions to be addressed in this study are 
· firstly, how to understand the nature and impact of highlighted factors that enable all coaching and mentoring activity in SMEs. 
· Secondly to discuss some of the barriers that inhibit this coaching and mentoring activity, how they work and how might they be addressed in order to increase accessibility. 

The European Commission classifies SMEs as enterprises with fewer than 250 employees with either an annual turnover not exceeding £50 million or an annual balance sheet not more than £43 million. Within the UK using the same classification SMEs accounted for 58.5 per cent of employment and 51.3 per cent of turnover in 2004 according to the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI 2005). SMEs also made up 99.9 per cent of all the 4.3 million enterprises within the UK. Beaver and Prince (2004) also contend that this impact is even greater when one considers the fact that the number of SMEs in the UK has increased by 50 per cent over the last 25 years. The pace of this increase is itself gaining momentum with a year on year increase of 13 per cent between 2003 and 2004 according to the DTI (2005).  

 Barriers to Coaching and Mentoring in the SME Context 
1. Possibly one of the greatest barriers identified in the literature is the difficulty in persuading SMEs of the benefits of any form of workforce development including coaching and mentoring. This is because of a lack of evidence that clearly demonstrates a link between development and profitability (Westhead and Story, 1997, Wong et al, 1997 and Winterton and Winterton, 1996). Supporting this finding Matlay (2000) reports on a detailed study that evaluated the attitude of owner/managers to development and training and found that in companies with less than 49 employees there was little interest in any formal scheme on offer.  Cosh et al (1998) in one of the most detailed and systematic studies, covering eight years and 1,640 SMEs, failed to find consistent links between training and development and a range of performance related variables such as survival, sales growth and profitability.  
 

2. A further barrier is the attitude of the SME owner/manager. Beaver and Prince (2004, p.398) argue that ‘management in small firms cannot be separated from the motivations and actions of the key actors’. This is because they fashion ‘the relationships between ownership and decision making, managerial style, organisational structures and culture…’. Supporting this suggestion Carter and Evans-Jones (2000) and Storey (1994) contend that the psychological characteristics of the owner/managers manifest themselves in a distinctive managerial style. This managerial style is identified as being autocratic, egocentric, impulsive and often unpredictable.  Marlowe (2000) and O’Gorman (2000) suggest that because of this managerial style, relationships between owner/managers and their employees are particularistic, often involving personal and highly idiosyncratic relationships.  
 
3. Another potential barrier is the SMEs own restricted resources (Macpherson and Wilson, 2003). This is most apparent in the way that time is viewed as a fundamental issue for SMEs, primarily because these organisations are focused on short-term, day to day crises which are given priority over development. This is linked to cost to the SME, which features high on the list of constraints (Kerr and McDougall, 1999, Smith et al, 1999 and Westhead and Storey, 1996). This is not just in terms of the cost of the training or development, which in itself can be severely limiting, but also the time lost to the SME and the resultant opportunity costs. These constraints serve to explain why Perren and Grant (2001) found that SMEs prefer to approach any learning in ‘bite size’ portions. This is often because owner/managers then have more control over what employees are doing.


4. Possibly one of the most subtle barriers is the impact of gender differences as manifested in SME owner/managers management style. I suggest that gender inequality is constructed and reproduced through the organisational context and this is well established in the research of Wajeman (1999), Acker (1998) and Savage and Witz (1992).  I further suggest that intuitive reasoning supports the contention that this must have an impact on managerial/leadership style. This in turn facilitates the potential for coaching and mentoring because of the proximity of the owner/manager and their formative influence on all organisational activity as suggested by Hofstede et al (1990). However early research by Powell (1993), Eagly and Karau (1991), Lehman (1990) and Maupin (1990) found a distinct lack of support for the claim that women utilise different leadership styles than do their male counterparts.


Question
[bookmark: _GoBack]In groups, discuss and provide some solutions for how these barriers can be overcome.
