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Executive Summary

This research proposal will investigate how leadership and management skill gaps may influence small business owner-manager success in the Rhondda Valleys, South Wales. Small businesses often depend strongly on the capability of the owner-manager, who may be responsible for planning, decision-making, finance, communication and people management. Although previous research shows that owner-manager capability is important for business performance, less attention has been given to how skill gaps are experienced in specific local areas such as the Rhondda Valleys.
The study will use a qualitative, exploratory design. It will be based on an interpretivist philosophy, with a socially constructed ontology and subjective epistemology. Positivism and a deductive approach will not be used because the study will not test hypotheses or measure fixed variables. Instead, an inductive approach will allow themes to emerge from participants’ experiences. Data will be collected through individual semi-structured interviews with 6–8 owner-managers selected through purposive sampling. Thematic analysis will be used to analyse the data. The expected practical outcome will be a diagnostic and referral framework to help owner-managers identify leadership and management development needs more clearly.
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Introduction 

Small businesses are important to local economies because they create employment, provide services and support community development. However, small business success is not shaped only by finance, location or customer demand. In many small firms, the owner-manager is also responsible for planning, decision-making, communication, financial control, staff management and problem-solving. Owner-manager capability directly affects business performance and long-term sustainability (Carter and Jones-Evans, 2012).
Recent Welsh evidence shows skills development remains relevant, with 12% of employers reporting skills gaps and 59% expecting a need to upskill staff within 12 months (Welsh Government, 2026). 
Research suggests that entrepreneurial and managerial competencies are important for business success. Man, Lau and Chan (2002) link small business competitiveness to competencies such as strategic thinking, opportunity recognition and relationship-building. Mitchelmore and Rowley (2010) also argue that entrepreneurial competencies are connected to business growth, although they note that this area of research is still fragmented. This suggests that skills matter, but there is still a need to understand how skill gaps are experienced in practice.
The Rhondda Valleys is a suitable local focus because it sits within a wider Welsh policy context of regeneration, employability and local economic development (Welsh Government, 2017). Although business support is available through organisations such as Business Wales, local authorities and enterprise networks, such support may sometimes be broad rather than diagnostic. Owner-managers may receive general advice before their specific leadership and management skill gaps are properly identified.
This study will therefore explore how leadership and management skill gaps influence small business owner-manager success in the Rhondda Valleys. The proposed practical outcome will be a Rhondda Valleys Owner-Manager Leadership and Management Skills Diagnostic and Referral Framework, designed to help owner-managers identify development needs before being directed towards suitable support.
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To investigate how leadership and management skill gaps influence small business owner-manager success in the Rhondda Valleys, South Wales.

[bookmark: _Toc233234640]Research Objectives 
1. To identify the leadership and management skills considered important by small business owner-managers.
2. To explore the leadership and management skill gaps experienced by owner-managers in the Rhondda Valleys.
3. To analyse how gaps in planning, decision-making, communication and people management influence business performance, resilience and sustainability.
4. To evaluate barriers that may prevent owner-managers from developing leadership and management skills.
5. To propose a diagnostic and referral framework as a practical outcome of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc233234641]Research Questions
1. What leadership and management skills do small business owner-managers consider important for business success?
2. What leadership and management skill gaps are experienced by owner-managers in the Rhondda Valleys?
3. How do these skill gaps influence business performance, resilience and sustainability?
4. What barriers may prevent owner-managers from developing leadership and management skills?
5. How could a diagnostic and referral framework support owner-managers more effectively?
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The literature suggests that owner-manager capability is central to small business performance. Penrose (1959) argues that business growth can be limited by managerial capability, while Storey (1994) identifies the owner-manager as a key influence on small firm outcomes. These arguments are important because they show that business success depends not only on external opportunities but also on how well the owner-manager can use resources and make decisions. However, both studies focus mainly on growth and outcomes, rather than on how leadership and management weaknesses are experienced in everyday small business practice. Colombo and Grilli (2005) extend this discussion by showing that founders’ human capital can support business growth, but their work also focuses more on performance than on the lived experience of skill gaps. UK evidence gives this debate a more practical focus: the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (2015) links leadership and management skills in SMEs to management practices and performance, while Burns (2016) emphasises that small business development depends on how owner-managers adapt, learn and manage uncertainty. 
A second area of literature focuses on entrepreneurial competencies. Chandler and Jansen (1992) argue that effective owner-managers need a mixture of managerial, entrepreneurial and technical competencies. Man, Lau and Chan (2002) develop this further by linking competitiveness to strategic, opportunity and relationship competencies. However, later research shows that the relationship between competencies and success is not simple. Ahmad et al. (2010) found that entrepreneurial competencies may influence business success, but the wider business environment also matters. This is relevant to the Rhondda Valleys because local economic conditions may shape how owner-managers experience and respond to skill gaps. Mitchelmore and Rowley (2010) also argue that competency research lacks agreement about which competencies matter most, which creates space for further research in specific local contexts.
Leadership literature adds another useful perspective. Northouse (2021) explains leadership as a process of influence, while Yukl (2013) links effective leadership to direction, motivation and organisational performance. In small firms, this influence may be very direct because staff, customers and suppliers often interact closely with the owner-manager. Baron and Markman (2003) also suggest that social competence can contribute to entrepreneurial success, while Baum and Locke (2004) connect entrepreneurial skills, motivation and vision with venture growth. Cope (2005) adds that entrepreneurs can learn through experience, including setbacks, which suggests that skill gaps may not be fixed but can be developed with the right support.
Overall, the literature shows that managerial capability, entrepreneurial competencies and leadership skills are linked to business success. However, three gaps remain. First, much of the literature focuses on competencies linked to success, rather than on the weaknesses or gaps that may restrict owner-managers. Second, many studies focus on business performance without exploring how owner-managers understand their own skill gaps. Third, limited research appears to focus specifically on small business owner-managers in the Rhondda Valleys. This creates a practical, geographical and contextual gap that this study will address.
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This study will use a qualitative, exploratory research design. Qualitative research will be appropriate because the study will explore experiences, meanings and perceptions rather than numerical relationships (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). A quantitative approach would allow data to be collected from a larger number of businesses, but it would not provide the same depth of understanding about how owner-managers experience leadership and management skill gaps. Therefore, qualitative research will be more suitable for this study.
The study will adopt an interpretivist philosophy. Interpretivism will be appropriate because the research will explore how owner-managers understand and explain their own business experiences (Denzin and Lincoln, 2023). From an ontological perspective, the study will assume that reality is socially constructed. This means that leadership and management skill gaps may be experienced differently depending on the owner-manager’s background, business sector, confidence, previous experience and local context. From an epistemological perspective, knowledge will be viewed as subjective and developed through participants’ interpretations of their own experiences (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
A positivist philosophy will not be used because positivism is more suitable for objective measurement, hypothesis testing and statistical analysis. This study will not aim to measure fixed variables or produce general laws. Similarly, a deductive approach will not be used because the research will not test a pre-existing theory. Instead, an inductive approach will be adopted, allowing themes and patterns to emerge from interview data (Bryman and Bell, 2023). This approach fits the exploratory nature of the research because limited evidence has been identified about this topic in the Rhondda Valleys.
Primary data will be collected through individual semi-structured interviews. This type of interview will provide a clear structure while still allowing flexibility for follow-up questions (Flick, 2023). This is important because owner-managers may raise issues that are not fully expected at the start of the research. Interviews will last approximately 30–45 minutes and may take place face-to-face, online or by telephone, depending on participant preference and ethical approval. Questions will focus on leadership responsibilities, management challenges, skill gaps, business impact, support used and views on a diagnostic and referral framework.
The target population will be small business owner-managers operating in the Rhondda Valleys. The study will use non-probability purposive sampling because participants must have direct experience of owning or managing a small business. Probability sampling methods such as simple random sampling, systematic sampling, stratified sampling and cluster sampling will not be suitable because the study will not aim for statistical representativeness. Instead, purposive sampling will allow the selection of participants who can provide rich and relevant insights (Bryman and Bell, 2023).
The proposed sample will include approximately 6–8 owner-managers. This sample size will be suitable for a small-scale qualitative study because the focus will be depth rather than generalisability. The final sample size may also be influenced by data saturation, which occurs when further interviews no longer produce new themes or meaningful insights (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). Snowball sampling may also be used if participants recommend other suitable owner-managers. Participants must be over 18, own or manage a small business in the Rhondda Valleys and have responsibility for business decisions. Businesses outside the Rhondda Valleys and individuals without management responsibility will be excluded.
The data will be analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2022) thematic analysis approach. This will involve becoming familiar with the interview data, creating initial codes, identifying themes, reviewing themes, defining themes and reporting findings. Thematic analysis will be suitable because it will help identify repeated patterns across participants’ experiences. Trustworthiness will be supported through consistent interview questions, careful coding records and clear links between themes and participant evidence (Silverman, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc233234644]Ethics

Ethical approval will be sought through the University of Wales Trinity Saint David ethical approval process before data collection begins. Participants will receive clear information about the purpose of the study and how their data will be used. Informed consent will be gained before interviews take place, and participation will be voluntary. Participants will have the right to withdraw before data analysis begins.
Confidentiality will be protected by anonymising participant names and business names. Data will be stored securely and used only for this academic project. The topic may be sensitive because owner-managers may discuss weaknesses, business difficulties or previous mistakes. Therefore, interviews will be conducted respectfully, and participants will not be pressured to answer questions they do not feel comfortable discussing.
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This study will have several limitations. First, it will focus only on small business owner-managers in the Rhondda Valleys, meaning the findings may not be transferable to all small businesses in Wales or the wider UK. Second, the sample size of 6–8 participants will limit statistical generalisability. However, this is acceptable because the aim of qualitative research is depth rather than numerical representation. Third, some participants may be reluctant to discuss leadership and management weaknesses openly, which could affect the depth of the data. Finally, researcher interpretation during thematic analysis may introduce subjectivity. This will be managed through clear coding, careful analysis and transparent links between participant evidence and themes.
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The proposed outcome will be a Rhondda Valleys Owner-Manager Leadership and Management Skills Diagnostic and Referral Framework. This framework will not replace existing support services such as Business Wales, local authority support or mentoring schemes. Instead, it will aim to complement existing support by helping owner-managers identify their specific development needs first.
The framework will work in three stages. First, owner-managers will complete a short diagnostic checklist covering areas such as planning, communication, delegation, decision-making, financial control and people management. Second, the results will be used to prioritise the most important development needs. Third, owner-managers will be signposted to suitable support, such as mentoring, finance guidance, leadership training or business planning advice. This approach may provide a more targeted response than general business advice because it will begin with diagnosis.
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The proposed research will be conducted over twelve weeks period to ensure each stage of the study is completed realistically. The project will begin with a review of relevant literature to refine the research problem, confirm the research gap and finalise the interview schedule. This stage is important because the study builds upon existing knowledge regarding leadership and management capability in small businesses while addressing limited evidence available within the Rhondda Valleys context.
Ethical approval will then be sought through the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) ethics process before any participant recruitment or data collection takes place. This will ensure the research meets requirements for informed consent, confidentiality, voluntary participation and data protection (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
Once approval has been granted, semi-structured interviews will be conducted with selected owner-managers using a purposive sampling strategy. Data collection will continue until sufficient information has been obtained and thematic saturation is reached, meaning that no significant new themes are emerging from participant responses (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Interview data will then be transcribed and analysed using thematically to identify patterns relating to leadership and management skill gaps, development barriers and support needs.
The final stages of the project will focus on developing the proposed Owner-Manager Leadership and Management Skills Diagnostic and Referral Framework based on the research findings. The proposal will then undergo final editing, proofreading and Harvard referencing accuracy before submission. The timetable has been designed to provide adequate time for ethical compliance, rigorous analysis and the development of evidence-based recommendations while remaining achievable within the scope of a small-scale undergraduate research project.
[image: ]Figure 1: Proposed Gantt Chart for the Research Project 
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