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iii) [bookmark: _Toc481582367]Abstract

The overall aim of this study was to; identify the marketing activities of SMEs, analyse what SMEs class as marketing activities and evaluate the extent to which SMEs rely on personal contact networking for their marketing activities. 

The researcher has chosen this area of research due to having a deep interest in SMEs, this is due to working within a number of SMEs, one of which being a family business. Due to working in several SMEs, this meant the researcher had access to SME owner/managers. The researcher had a great interest in how SME marketing differentiated from traditional marketing theories which mostly apply to much larger organisations.

The research was undertaken using the methodology of interviews. The sample consisted of 4 respondents, all of which were SME owner/managers, as these would have the knowledge required to complete the interview questions. 

The results identified that promotion is significantly used by SMEs through the means suggests by the literature and personal contact networking is greatly used by SME owner/managers for activities such as building relationships with customers, identifying customers and generating sales, recruiting labour and for market intelligence.

Finally, issues are identified and the study concludes with recommendations for further investigation into SME marketing.
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[bookmark: _Toc481582368]1.0 Introduction

The following research investigates marketing activities within SMEs. There is no general agreement on the definition of SME’s, as alternatives exist between countries, sectors and even different governmental agencies with the same country (Yusof & Apsinwall, 2000).  
The European Union (2003) define medium sized enterprises as less than 250 employees and an annual turnover not exceeding €50 million; small enterprises as less than 50 employees and a turnover less than €10 million; and micro enterprises as less than 10 employees and a turnover less than €2 million. Other researchers define SME’s as a business with less than 500 employees (Audretsch, 1999) or given altered values for different sectors as Marwede (1983, p. 45) explains “a industry firm is small when it has 50 employees, but a trade business is medium-sized with more than 2 employees”.
SME’s play a vital responsibility in the economy, Schumpeter's (1939) argues that the role of SMEs differs from industry to industry, and within an industry as it progresses. Numerous general and technology policy reasons are given for support of SMEs, including that SMEs lead to a more favourable balance of economic power, mutually beneficial small/large firm relations, and a significant source of employment. Additionally, research supporting a model developed by Abernathy and Utterbach (1975) shows that in some industry sectors, small firms contribute to a disproportionately high percentage of far-reaching innovations.
SME marketing practices are completely different from traditional marketing theory and the marketing used in larger organisations. SME marketing is simple, effective, intuitive and aligned with their unique internal culture (Carson et al., 1995). SME’s focus on opportunity recognition and exploitation by inserting their knowledge of their customers at the heart of their business (Hills et al., 2008). High-performing SME’s `re continuously with the market, innovating their customer’s orientation through development and maintenance of significant relationships with their crucial customers (Kleindl et al., 1996).
The marketing characteristics of an SME are resulting from the experiential knowledge of the owner/manager and the firm’s characteristics, such as a individual managerial style, independence, ownership, having restricted resources, and the size and scope of operations (Carson & McCartan-Quinn, 1995)
SME marketing is usually done through networking or a combination of transaction, relationship, interaction and network marketing. More recently SME’s have been using internet marketing or e-commerce, which has become popular in all types of businesses (Nwankwo & Gbadamosi, 2010).
For many SME’s networking and personal contact is the the main way by which sales opportunities are originally created. Limited resources at entrepreneurs’ disposal mean they go for less conventional marketing activities and instead they concentrate on personal, social, business, industry and market networks as their marketing tool (Gilmore et al., 2001). 
The researcher has chosen this region of research due to having a profound interest in SMEs, this is due to working in a number of SMEs, one of which being a family business. Due to working in a number of SMEs, this meant the researcher had access to SME owner/managers. The researcher had a great interest in how SME marketing varied from traditional marketing theories which mostly apply to much larger organisations. Also SMEs have great importance to developed and developing economies (Radas & Božić, 2009). The 3.7 million SMEs in the UK account for approximately 40% of the GDP and employ over 12 million people, SMEs also contribute to innovation, the continuance of competition and the increase of entrepreneurial culture (Analoui & Karami, 2003). For these reasons and numerous others, it is vital for research into SMEs due to the relevance they have on the economy.
[bookmark: _Toc481582369]1.1 Objectives
To accomplish the aim of the research, certain research objectives have been established to certify attention when investigating the topic in question. It is important that the objectives are categorical to the aim of the research.
1.  Identify the marketing activities of SME’s
2. Analyse what SME’s class as marketing activities
3. Evaluate the extent to which SME’s rely on personal networking for their marketing activities and for what purpose?
4. Make appropriate recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc481582370]2.0 Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Toc481582371]2.1 What is an SME?

There is no distinct, uniformly acceptable, definition of a small organisation. This is because a ‘small’ organisation in, for example, the petrochemical industry is likely to have much greater levels of capitalisation, sales and possible employment, than a ‘small’ organisation in the car repair trade. Definitions, consequently, which relate to ‘objective’ measures of size such as quantity of employees, sales turnover, profitability, net worth, etc., when inspected at a sectorial level, mean that in some industries all organisations may be seen as small, while in other industries it may be possible that there are no organisations which are considered small (Storey D. , 2002). 

There is no collective definition of an SME, however, when talking about SME’s, Gore (1992, p. 131) stated “like the proverbial elephant the small firm is one of those things that is recognised when seen but difficult to define”. This is also supported by Storey who reports that there is no single, uniformly acceptable definition of a small firm. “In some sectors all firms may be regarded as small, while in other sectors there are possibly no firms which are small” (Storey, 1994, p. 9)

The United States International Trade Commission (2010, pp. 2-2) state that “there is no single globally accepted definition of SME. Countries use different definitions for a variety of reason, including the need to scale the terms “small” and “medium” to meaningful levels, given the typical size of firms and level economic activity in the country. Moreover, some countries’ legal definitions of SME’s differ from the statistical definitions they use.”

Yusof and Aspinwall (2000, p. 282) state that there is no general agreement on the definition of SME’s, as alternatives exist between countries, sectors and even different governmental agencies with the same country.  

The core criteria that dominate to define the SME’s sector are the number of employees, turnover and the balance sheet total (Burns, 2001). 

An SME will classically be independently owned and managed by its owners, and it could be unincorporated or incorporated. Companies that are quoted on a major stock exchange or subsidiaries of quoted companies are not classified as SME’s (Council of Europe, 1994).
[bookmark: _Toc481582372]2.1.1 The Bolton Committee Report (1971) Definition

A generally recognised definition is one based on the idea of the Bolton Committee (1971). They identified three important features that are likely to have a strong effect on management and decision making within a small organisation, articulating what they called an ‘economic’ definition and a ‘statistical’ definition. The economic definition suggests that small organisations must meet the following measures;

· They have a fairly small share of their marketplace
· They are not managed by owners or part-owners in a personalised way, and not through the medium of a formalised management structure
· They are independent, in the sense of not forming part of a larger enterprise.




The statistical definitions of a small firm in different sectors are shown below: 

	Sector
	Definition

	Manufacturing
	200 employees or less

	Construction, mining and quarrying
	25 employees or less

	Retailing, miscellaneous and services
	Turnover of €50,000 or less

	Motor trades
	Turnover of €100,000 or less

	Wholesale trades
	Turnover of €200,000 or less

	Road transport
	Five vehicles or less

	Catering
	All excluding multiples and brewery-managed houses


(Chen, 2008)
[bookmark: _Toc481582373]2.1.2 Companies Act (1985) Definition

Section 248 of the Companies Act of 1985 states that a company is “small” if it fulfils at least two of the following criteria:

· A turnover less than £2.8 million
· A balance sheet total less than £1.4 million
· Less than 50 employees

A medium sized company must fulfil at least two of the following criteria:

· A turnover less than £11.2 million
· A balance sheet total less than £5.6 million
· Less than 250 employees


The Department of Trade and Industry usually used the following definitions:

· Micro firm: 0-9 employees
· Small firm: 0-49 employees
· Medium firm: 50-249 employees
· Large firm: over 250 employees
(GOV, 2001)

The Companies Act 1985 was updated in 2006 and the definition was updated to the following:
	Size	
	Turnover
	Balance Sheet
	Employees

	Small Company
	£6.5m
	£3.26m
	50

	Medium Company
	£25.9m
	£12.9m
	250



(GOV, 2006)
[bookmark: _Toc481582374]2.1.3 EU Definition

The EU definition of the size of the organisation is based on four related criteria; number of employees, turnover, total assets of legal units and independence. 

The European Union (2003) define medium sized enterprises as less than 250 employees and an annual turnover not exceeding €50 million; small enterprises as less than 50 employees and a turnover less than €10 million; and micro enterprises as less than 10 employees and a turnover less than €2 million

SME’s are usually considered to be non-subsidiary firms which employ fewer than a given number of employees. This number of employees differs across countries. Certain countries set the limit at 200, while the Unites States believes SME’s to include organisations with fewer than 500 employees. 

Turnover and financial assets are also used to outline SME’s; in the EU, the turnover of an SME cannot surpass €50 million and the annual balance sheet should not surpass €43 million (OECD, 2013).

Also the EU definition entails SME’s to be autonomous enterprises, that is, they have to be adequately independent (Czegledi et al., 2015).
For the purpose of this research, the EU definition will be used.
[bookmark: _Toc481582375]2.2 Importance of SME’s

Small and medium-sized enterprises are an exciting and rising sector in most economies round the world. Global economic circumstances have stimulated the growth on SME’s over the last 10-15 years. This is clear not only in the UK, USA, Australasia and Europe, but similarly in Africa, Latin America, Korea and Indonesia. Within the Organisation for Economic Co-operation, which is a forum in which governments work together to share experiences and seek solutions to common problems to promote policies that will improve the economic and social well-being of people around the world (OECD, 2016), 95% of firms are SME’s employing between 60% and 70% of workers (Levy & Powell, 2005). 

SME’s play a major role in the creation of social and economic wealth (Schoonjans, et al., 2013) and are considered a sector with substantial contribution to the economical growth of both developed countries and emergent countries (Turyakira & Mbidde, 2015).

During the 1980’s, in both large and small businesses turnover, employment and stocks of firms in a variety of business services and activities in the United Kingdom all grew excessively (Bryson et al., 1993). However, the majority of this growth, especially in the stock of business firms, has been influenced by SME’s. Small businesses play a substantial role in the UK economy. Most of the UK’s 3.7 million business enterprises employ less than 500 people, though these large firms account for also one-third of non-government employment, but the number of SME’s increased swiftly during the 1980’s and 1990’s from 57% to 67% (Analoui & Karami, 2003). 

The UK’s 3.7 million SME’s account for approximately 40% of the GDP and have an annual turnover of one trillion pounds. They account for 85% of the 2.3 million extra jobs, by employing over 12 million people, created by new businesses in the private sector between 1995-1999 and more than 50% of the 3.5 million jobs gained from growth over the same timescale.

Small businesses represented 99.3% of all private sector businesses at the beginning of 2016 and 99.9% were small or medium sized. Total employment in SME’s was 15.7 million this equalled 60% of all private sector employment in the UK. The combined annual turnover of SME’s was £1.8 trillion, this equalled 47% of all private sector turnover (Gov, 2016).

SME’s play a vital responsibility in the economy, Schumpeter's (1939) argues that the role of SMEs differs from industry to industry, and within an industry as it progresses. Numerous general and technology policy reasons are given for support of SMEs, including that SMEs lead to a more favourable balance of economic power, mutually beneficial small/large firm relations, and a significant source of employment. Additionally, research supporting a model developed by Abernathy and Utterbach (1975) shows that in some industry sectors, small firms contribute to a disproportionately high percentage of far-reaching innovations.

SME’s are being seen more and more as essential drivers for developing the economy’s competitiveness in the global market and vital for sustained, future economic stability. They are the incentive in the economy (Wilde, 2011).

Small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are not only numerically predominant in the European economy; they also constitute an important social dimension to the domestic compromises that underpin the political systems of the member states (Dannreuther, 2007).

A key role of independent small firms is often proclaimed to be to function as the ‘seedbed’ for new enterprises capable of challenging established businesses (Storey D. J., 2000).

It states in the Bolton Report (1971, p. 85)  “We believe that the health of the economy requires the birth of new enterprises in substantial number and the growth of some to a position from which they are able to challenge and supplant the existing leaders of industry… This ‘seedbed’ function, therefore appears to be a vital contribution of the small firm sector to the long-run health of the economy”.
[bookmark: _Toc481582376]2.3 Characteristics of SME’s

As SME’s are small, they have restricted resources and expertise and therefore have a reduced impact on the market place (Gilmore & Carson, 1999). Resources, such as finance, facilities and technology, provide to limited marketing activity in relation to larger companies and competitors (Carson D. , 1990). Inadequate specialist expertise may be a limitation because managers in SME’s are normally generalists rather than specialists (Fuller, 1994); they more often than not have a technical or craft background and are doubtful to be trained in any of the major business disciplines. 

SME characteristics may be determined by the intrinsic influences of the entrepreneur, the magnitude and stage of development of the enterprise, and conventional industry practice (Carson & Cromie, 1989). 

In general, SME’s have a moderately small share of their marketplace, in addition to which the business is commonly based within a community, but does not need to be local (Carson & Cromie, 1989). 

The scale and scope of the SME’s operation must be readily recognisable as small or medium when compared with others in its industry, however, this results in resource scarcity which can limit the growth of SME’s (Carson & McCartan-Quinn, 1995).

The bulk of SME’s are independent, in that they are not part of a larger enterprise, and therefore, are managed by owners or part-owners who usually take a personalised management approach, and do not apply a centralized or formalised management structure (Hill, 2001).

Inadequate managerial and time management abilities are found by SME’s who participate in tactical, rather than strategic, management (Faulkner & Johnson, 1992). This results in SME’s being pushed by short term management perspectives (Towers & Ashford, 2001).

The fundamental role of the owner/manager in the business decision making process, their enduring relationship with the organisation, and the absence of significant difference between private and business assets, allows for vastly independent owner/managers who are further committed and success-motivated, than managers of large companies. Furthermore, the small organisation does not necessarily progress into a “medium” or “large” firm, so the importance of the owner/manager should not be underestimated in any general evaluation of SME’s in their natural format. (Loecher, 2000)

The characteristics of a SME’s share of the market is that it is not great enough to enable it to effect the prices or national quantities of goods sold to any noteworthy extent. Personalised management, implies that the owner actively participates in all elements of the management of the business, and in all key decision-making processes. There is little devolution or delegation of authority. One person is involved when anything material is concerned. Independence from outside control rules out those minor subsidiaries which, though in many ways fairly autonomous, nevertheless have to refer key decisions such as capital investment, to superior authority. Another characteristic of an SME is the severe limitation of resources, both in terms of management and manpower, as well as money (Burns, 2001).

Traditionally SME’s have a small market footprint, this is now changing because of the internet. The global development in internet access is delivering new opportunities for SME’s to export services to customers worldwide. The internet also gives SME’s access to services as inputs, which raises the productivity of all SME’s and their capability to compete in foreign markets (Meltzer, 2015). This is also progressively happening using internet platforms such as eBay. SME’s on eBay are most likely to export as large businesses, have a 54% survival rate compared with offline businesses (24%), and over 80% of businesses export to five or more countries (Olarreaga & Austin, 2012).

Lawrence (2002) also support this and expresses that the internet has the ability to drastically change the way business is conducted, offering competitive edge and an opening to the global market place. The rapid growth and commercialisation of the internet has opened up a large arena providing more opportunities for businesses, particularly SME’s to exploit the power of the internet to advance their productivity and refine their competitive edge together in local and international markets. The internet is considered as a means through which SME’s could extend their geographic reach at little cost and to incorporate and expand their business practices globally.

Small organisations are not just scaled-down versions of large ones. They have certain characteristics that set them apart and make the process of management different from that of larger organisations. These characteristics also make most SME’s essentially riskier than larger organisations. One characteristic of an SME is that one person, the owner/manager, has an overpowering influence on the firm. Their views and values will affect all aspects of its activities. This means that business decisions will frequently become personal decisions and the logic of the balance sheet will not always apply. There is also risk of over dependency upon one individual for the well-being of the organisation (Burns, 2001). 

Most SME’s are unlikely to be able to apply much effect on their market. They are price takers in the economic sense and are likely to face substantial competition. This makes the risk of failure great and means that competitive strategy is of vital significance. However, some SME’s combat this risk very effectively by differentiating their product or service and/or segmenting their market and developing a market niche for themselves (Burns, 2001). 

SME’s are prone to operate in a single market, or a narrow range of markets, probably offering a limited range of products or services. This means that the scope of the firms’ operations is restricted and less of a strategic issue than in large organisations. However, it also means that, unlike larger organisations, they find it more difficult to diversify their business risk (Burns, 2001).

SME’s are prone to be over-reliant on a small number of customers. This means they at particular risk of losing any one customer and the effect on the organisation of such a loss will be disproportionately great. This is another reason why they are riskier than a large organisation (Burns, 2001).

SME’s are not public companies. This means the often have issues, raising capital and this can greatly restrict their choice of strategies. Indeed, for many SME’s looking to grow, raising finance can become a key strategic issue and relationships with financing institutions such as banks can become a key resource issue (Burns, 2001).

SME’s are not all homogeneous. Each is diverse and has distinct characteristics. Trying to generalise about three million organisations is clearly dangerous, but it is important to differentiate between two types of small firms. 

Firstly, there is the ‘life-style’ business that has been set up to provide the owner/manager with a reasonable income at a ‘comfort level’ of activity. Once that level of activity is reached, management becomes routine, tactical activity. This is probably little though about strategic management, unless things start to go wrong, and the most likely thing to go wrong is that the market alters without the owner/manager realising it. Most SME’s fall into this first category (Burns, 2001).

This is similar to what is called the “BMW Syndrome”, this is where if the owner/manager has made enough money to buy a BMW, they have made it and will stop growing their business (Isenberg, 2013).

Some owner/managers choose not to grow their companies for a number of reasons such as, to avoid risk and maintain their lifestyle, which means the owner earns enough money to make a nice life for themselves and their family and has enough time to pursue hobbies. Another reason could be to avoid regulation. As companies grow they can be subject to more regulations such as in the U.S. if an organisation has over 50 employees it is then subject to the Family Medical Leave Act. To avoid having to delegate responsibilities could be another reason not to grow is that the owner/manager does not want to pass off important job roles to employees such as important decision-making roles as this may affect the company if not correctly done (White, 2016).

Secondly, there is the ‘entrepreneurial’ business set up with the purpose of growth. In this case the owner/manager is far closer to the definitive concept of the entrepreneur, where innovation is a driving force. These firms present many of the classis change management problems. They are not easy to manage and enormously risky. Most will probably not survive without encountering at least one disaster that will greatly risk their survival. Effective strategic management is key if the organisation is to develop. 
[bookmark: _Toc481582377]2.4 Marketing Activities

Marketing activities result in making products available that satisfy customers while making profits for the companies that offer those products. Marketing activities are numerous and varied (Bellis, 2016).

There are many marketing issues derived from SME characteristics such as; narrow customer base, as a result of small businesses’ moderately limited place in the given industry. Restricted activity, expertise and impact, because of the existing resource limitations. The reliance on the owner’s marketing skills, due to a personalised management style. Instinctive, reactive marketing, because of the uncertainty. Variable marketing effort, as a result of an evolutionary approach. Developing and defending niche, because innovation plays a essential role in small businesses (Stokes & Wilson, 2006). 

Also, marketing expertise is often bottom of the list for business disciplines to be acquired by a growing small company. Because small businesses have less orders, less customers, and less employees than sizeable organisations, they will have less of an impact on the market place (Munro, 1996). These features make it additionally difficult for SME’s to establish conventional marketing. Whatever marketing they participate in, needs to be cost effective and efficient (Carson D. , 1990).

Due to restricted SME resources and SME influence on the marketplace and a shortage of expertise in SME’s, traditional marketing theories are no longer appropriate. Therefore, following the traditional route of marketing is not practical for SME’s marketing (McGrath, 2008).

SME marketing practices are completely different from traditional marketing theory. SME marketing is simple, effective, intuitive and aligned with their unique internal culture (Carson et al., 1995). SME’s emphasise on opportunity recognition and exploitation by inserting their knowledge of their customers at the heart of their business (Hills et al., 2008). High-performing SME’s are continuously with the market, innovating their customer’s orientation through development and maintenance of significant relationships with their crucial customers (Kleindl et al., 1996).

SME marketing is usually a reactive, informal, spontaneous, haphazard, and unstructured with organisations usually having a survival mentality (Stoner, 1983). 

The marketing characteristics of an SME are resulting from the experiential knowledge of the owner/manager and the firm’s characteristics, such as a individual managerial style, independence, ownership, having restricted resources, and the size and scope of operations (Carson & McCartan-Quinn, 1995)

SME marketing is usually done through networking or a combination of transaction, relationship, interaction and network marketing. More recently SME’s have been using internet marketing or e-commerce, which has become popular in all types of businesses (Nwankwo & Gbadamosi, 2010).

For many SME’s networking and personal contact is the main way by which sales opportunities are originally created. Limited resources at entrepreneurs’ disposal mean they go for less conventional marketing activities and instead they concentrate on personal, social, business, industry and market networks as their marketing tool. (Gilmore, et al., 2001)

SME’s prefer the personal marketing methods of direct selling, telephone selling, retail selling and selling at exhibitions and trade shows because they can stay in touch with the market (Stokes et al., 1997). SME’s spend time building relationships with satisfied customers who then recommend that business to others. Word-of-mouth marketing is  usual source of new customers for SME’s (Burns, 2007).

There are precise contextual variables and impacts, which aid to mould SME marketing in a way, which increases benefits for the SME. Elements of this moulding process include adjusting activities to operate within a lively competitive environment with many resource restraints, unique owner/manager decision-making and networking and having customer orientation. Therefore, SME marketing activities and practises are formed to take account of competitiors, customers, the business environment and the SME’s resource restraints and are greatly influenced by the owner/manager’s decision-making and integral skills and abilities (Gilmore, et al., 2009).

Conventionally some marketing approaches concentrate on the marketing mix. However, rather than focusing on the traditional marketing paradigm of the 4Ps/7Ps, SME’s owners/manager’s emphasise the significance of promotion and word-of-mouth, and have identified one of the unique selling points of their business as the nature of their personal contact with customers and their focus on information, idetification, innovation and interaction (Stokes, 2000).

Competitive advantage is vital for SME’s and may originate from inherent SME communication acitivities, such as interacting and partaking in social, business and trade activities, these networking activities form the key source of market intelligence on which SME planning is based (Gilmore, et al., 2001).

Within the framework of marketing decisions, there is an innate understanding that networking with outside individuals, associations and companies allows entrepreneurs to be successful and so entrepreneurs use networking as an essential marketing tool (Gilmore & Carson, 1999).

SME owners/managers defeat constraints and achieve their objectives through building relationships with others in their personal network. Through networking with other organisations, individual SME owner/managers can address their individual resource limitation problems, as well as improve their marketing activities (Lamprinopoulou & Tregear, 2011).

Innotative marketing is a reaction of SME’s managers to circumstances and moreover it is the way in which they syndicate both the need for marketing and their feeling to the logical and practical issues (Racolta-Paina & Mone, 2009).

Previous interests and background are features with heavy influences on SME’s owner-managers competencies; in many cases marketing competencies are mainly instinctive, informal, and unstructured gained. Therefore marketing competency in SME’s is understood as experiental learning (Racolta-Paina & Mone, 2009). 

This is supported by Carson & Gilmore (2000, p. 3)  who state “learning acquired through experience and developed as an accumulation of knowledge and experience, built upon and from communication and judgement”.
[bookmark: _Toc481582378]2.5 Personal Contact Networking

Gilmore et al. (1999, p. 31) state personal contact networks as “any relationship or alliance the owner manager may develop to further the potential of his or her enterprise”

Marketing, for SME’s and entrepreneurs, involves interacting with individual customers and through personal selling and relationship-building approaches and interaction (Carter & Jones-Evans, 2012). Also interaction with target markets with a bias towards personal contact with buyers rather than impersonal marketing via mass promotional efforts.
(Burns, 2007).

Personal networking looks to enhance personal development and focuses on crucial contacts conforming to existing and future interests, contacts who can make referrals (Racolta-Paina & Mone, 2009). 

Carson and Gilmore (2000) propose the Marketing in Context model for SME marketing and they additionally argue that networking is one of the most fundamental marketing practices for SME’s.

Marketing by networking is used by SME’s to develop, enhance, and support all aspects of the marketing activity by networking with customers and potential customers and by industry and business networks, word-of-mouth communication, and information-gathering activities. Marketing by networking is improved and developed through experience. SME manager-owners use their networking capabilities to overcome natural weaknesses. They learn from mistakes evaluating what went wrong and how to avoid committing mistakes in the future (Gilmore & Carson, 1999).

For many SME’s, networking and personal contact is how sales opportunities are initially created (Hill, 2001). Restricted resources at entrepreneur’s disposal lead them to less traditional marketing activities and instead they concentrate upon personal, social, business, industry and market networks as their marketing tool (Gilmore, et al., 2001).

Gilmore et al. (2006), suggests that proactive networking has a more positive correlation to a more sophisticated level of marketing-led decision-making. Personal marketing methods such as direct selling, telephone selling, retail selling and selling at exhibition is preferred by SME’s because they can stay up-to-date with the market (Stoke, et al., 1997). 

SME’s spend time on building relationships with satisfied customers who then recommend that business to others. Word-of-mouth marketing is a usual source of new customers for SME’s and can be key to decision making in B2B markets (Bayrus, 1985).

SME’s have natural abilities that enable them to produce effective marketing through networking. Such abilities that are related to the owner manager’s personal characteristics include the experience, social and communication skills, product knowledge (Hill, 2001). 

Gilmore et al. (1999, p. 31) state that “networking is an inherent tool of marketing that is wholly compatible with entrepreneurial decision-making characteristics in relation to marketing activities in SME’s”.

The notion of personal networks is general to include all scopes considered relevant for success, including attentiveness to customers, understanding of the business, market orientation, and refining quality (Knoke & Kulinski, 1991). Networking refers to the actual process of liaison with contacts within the network; it is about individuals and companies working beside each other and cooperating through the interchange of ideas, knowledge, and technology (Dubini & Aldrich, 1991). SME’s and entrepreneurs will have a network which is likely to encompass all aspects of the network domain, for example, personal contact, social, business, industry, trade and marketing networks (Dean et al., 1997). 

Networking proposals must have a scope and must be performed as mindful and organised as possible, otherwise possible networking benefits might be missed. Managers must be conscious of the characteristics and benefits of networking in relation to all existing and probable actors within the network, they must have a proactive behaviour in this situation and see networking as an articulated element of the marketing process (Racolta-Paina & Mone, 2009). 

An entrepreneur’s network is signified by people who can help the entrepreneur make decisions for the welfare of the organisation. The entrepreneur is the key point of this network, although it may not always seem so in practice. The network will change in accordance to current circumstances (Gilmore & Carson, 1999). Also, networks vary according to need. For example, new people may be enlisted into a network when some new area of real or potential interest becomes vital. Some individuals assist the entrepreneur’s network as regular advisors, for example, close friends or bank manager; others may simply form part of an ongoing information-gathering method (Larson & Starr, 1993). Sometimes entrepreneurs intentionally seek out information from certain individuals believed to have a contribution to make (Shaw, 1997); on other occasions, they assemble information subconsciously as part of naturally doing business or as part of informal conversations.

The type of marketing exhibited by small ventures at the start-up stage is usually characterised by the founders’ reliance of a network of personal relationships built up during previous employment (Gilmore & Carson, 1999).

Due to the manner and simple structure of small firms and their recurrent contact with customers, all SME’s emphasis on direct relationship with certain customers and other significant factors in marketing networks (Reijonen, 2010).

Gilmore et al. (2006) explained SME owner/managers can use networking to benefit their marketing plans, enhance and implement their marketing activities efficiently and ultimately they can improve their organisations’ performance in a competitive marketplace. Proactive marketing networking is a key determinant of level of marketing sophistication and improving the performances in SME’s.

The characteristics of the SME owner-manager’s networking are usually very similar to SME marketing characteristics. Networking is integral to a range of activities, from making decisions to gaining introductions; and in a marketing context, increasing sales (Gilmore & Carson, 1999).

Networking also contributes in supporting decisions through confirmation and justification of a decision taken. It is an exceedingly useful mechanism for congregating information about a whole variety of issues, including market intelligence, trends, and even gossip within the industry or market about individuals who may impact the enterprise presently or in the future. It allows an SME to do business in a way which is compatible with its resources and expertise (Gilmore & Carson, 1999).

Studies suggest that effective business ownership can depend on the ability of owners to gain access to resources that are not under their control in a cost efficient way through networking (Watson, 2006).
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Networking supports and progresses internalisation process of SME’s (Coviello & Munro, 1997). For example, networking can aid SME’s to compete at the international level as they may provide “symbiotic” relationships with greater organisations through numerous approaches (Etemad et al., 2001).

Networking can be a significant means for gaining knowledge or learning about international opportunities and therefore can motivate SME’s to enter international markets (Sharma & Johanson, 1987).

Some benefits of networking include the reduction of innovation uncertainty (Dees & Starr, 1992), legitimacy (Starr & MacMillan, 1990), information exchange and coordination (Larson, 1991), increasing the speed of know-how and technology transfer (Jarillo, 1988).

Havness & Senneseth (2001) explains that SME’s whose owners are greatly involved in networking have superior performance than SME’s whose owners make little use of networking. This is also supported by Hakimpoor, et al. (2012, pp. 125-6) who claimed “SME’s who have higher abilities in marketing networking dimensions will have a higher performance”. Hakimpoor, et al. (2012, p. 126) also stated “SME’s who have higher level of diversity in their marketing networking will have a better performance” and having “higher levels of intensity in their marketing networking will have better performance”. 

 Larsson, et al. (2003) stated that absence of networking with outside expert advisers is an obstacle to the development of small businesses.

Nonaka (1991) explains that networking with a diverse group of people can help owner/managers to select and understand information about complicated external occurrences.

Personal networking allows owner/managers’ of new ventures to gain access to vital resources which, for a numerous reasons the new organisations does not possess internally (Ostaard & Birley, 1996).

Johannisson (1990, p. 3) states that through networking “resources may provide direct solutions to operational problems while others increase the firm’s legitimacy in the market-place and indirectly provide access to resources needed for the pursuit of economic goals”

Networking allows SME’s to obtain knowledge and skills necessary to remain competitive within the rapidly changing environment in which they operate (Schoonjans, et al., 2013). Also they can benefit from economies of scale without having the disadvantages of being large-scaled (Watson, 2007).

By networking it enables organisations gain access to knowledge and resources in a suitable and cost-effective way (Gulati & Higgins, 2003). Zaheer and Bell (2005) further this by noting that network resources can help organisations to develop and reinforce their internal capabilities, which in turn may contribute to heightened organisational performance.

Networking does not just improve organisation performance, it has also been linked to innovation, the amount of sales, the availability of credit and the trade credit terms (Schoonjans, et al., 2013).

Terziovski (2003, p. 91) states that “networking practices do have a significantly positive effect on business excellence. This supports the general hypothesis that the strength of the relationship between networking practices and business excellence is significant and positive”. Networking involvement allows trusting relationships among businesses, as well as, allowing SME’s to work side-by-side in order to compete more successfully in the global market place. (Turyakira & Mbidde, 2015).

It is evident that networking, whatever its method, has an influence on a business’s survival and success (Grandori & Soda, 1995). Also networking allows businesses to focus on core competencies, and to achieve economies of scale and scope through their freely integrated form (Smith, 2004).

According to Kariv et al. (2009), networking develops an organisations competitiveness. De Klerk and Saayman (2012) support this in stating that SME’s use their networks to support and develop their business efforts to be competitive.

Networking allows SME’s to concentrate on what they can do better and outsource other activities for which they lack outstanding competencies (Nkongolo-Bakenda, 2002). Nokongolo-Bakenda (2002, p. 100) also states that “networking is also considered as a means that allows small and medium-sized enterprises to make up their relatively limited resources and to overcome emerging challenges from the global market.
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The focal point of this research is marketing in SMEs. Furthermore, this research study pursues an understanding of the extent to which SMEs rely on personal networking for their marketing activities. Given that the study of the SME firm sector is a growing body of literature (Lamprinopoulou & Tregear, 2011), it is essential that the research paradigm of this study is to be given careful consideration.

In order to develop a stronger understanding of marketing in SMEs and how they use personal contact networking, a constraint must be used that is coherent with a study concerning such individual and personal issues. To address the basis and context of lived experience regarding SME marketing activities, and to recognise and appreciate these as individualised experiences and voices, a paradigm coherent with the distinctive ideals of SME marketing activities is in order.

Consequently, there is a need for a conscious approach in this research, into the SME, that represents its distinctive and individual characteristics and environments and the identities operating within it. There must be an insightful orientation to research in the SME sector, so as to fully envision the issues affecting the organisations and identity within organisations unusual to the individual enterprise (Hill, 2001).  Gilmore et al. (2001, p. 8) maintain that “large firm models applied to small firm researchers are thus urged to conduct studies that are sensitive to the unique characteristics of small firms.” Given that the study of small firms is a relatively new branch of social science (Churchill & Lewis, 1986).

This study deals with marketing activities and personal contact networks in SMEs which exist as relational artefact. It must consider interpersonal data where other associates, ties and links, relate one person to another and so cannot be condensed to the properties of the specific individual.

As a result, the crucial factors in personal contact networking are socially constructed and it is near impossible to treat SME owner-managers unconnected to their social contexts and environments (Carson et al., 2004). Because all owner-managers of SMEs cannot be removed from their environment, makes it key that the subject under research is analysed in its own context. Also as all owner/managers of SMEs are different and have complex social systems (Chell & Baines, 2000), this makes SMEs very complicated social organisations, making the notion of informal relationships a weakly defined concept, open to a diverse range of interpretations.

There will be no one correct answer to any of the study questions as they are not quantifiable, the answers will be subjective, as they are personal to individual perceptions and experiences. Therefore, the researcher is not expecting a final answer from this research, only observations. As a result of this, this research should be considered as a means by which to document, analyse and interpret the involvements and perceptions of a number of SME owner-managers and gain information about their activities.

Furthermore, because of involvement with an SME, the researcher has personal experience with and an interest in the subject under research. The researcher has personal experience and understandings into the marketing activities and personal contact networking of SMEs. In this case, the researcher will have shared knowledge with the participants under study and will bring their own curiosities and ideals to the research.

The emphasis of this study should be placed on research of an interpretative or phenomenological approach rather than a positivist approach. This is because if it is taken into consideration that is it key that the subject under research is analysed in its own perspective, the diversity and density of this enquiry, the subjective manner of this research, the researchers individual experience with and interest in the subject under study, which commands a minimisation of the distance between the researcher and the vital individuals, the need for delicate research that reflects the individual and distinctive behaviours, experiences and perspectives of SME owner-managers, and the impact of these on the selection of a research paradigm.

Collis and Hussey (2009, p. 55) describe the phenomenological paradigm as being “concerned with understanding human behaviour from the participants own frame of reference.” This approach respects the variances between individuals and the entities of the natural sciences and consequently requires the social scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of social action (Bryman & Bell, Business Research Methods, 2015).  In comparison to the ‘independent role’ within Positivism, within the phenomenological paradigm the observer is “part of what is observed” (Remenyi, et al., 2003, p. 104).  By taking a phenomenological stance, the researcher acknowledges that interpretations of information are influenced by individual beliefs and values regarding the phenomenon under study (Abawi, 2012).

Van Manen (1997) claims phenomenology as a means of pursuing understanding about how we experience the world and how we create value out that experience. Phenomenology represents the core of qualitative research as “a situated activity that locates the observer in the world” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 3). Cope (2005) discussed the value that phenomenological research contributes to entrepreneurship research and reflected on important methodological subjects based on an experiential study. 

Phenomenological researchers are fascinated in how individuals show the language of their tradition and how the language of a tradition is expressed through the individual (Gadamer, 1989).

Phenomenology provides a comprehensive philosophical framework for researching the complex dimensions of experiences and correlated meanings of SME marketing (Ziakas & Boukas, 2014). The aim of phenomenology is to broaden and deepen understanding of the range of direct experiences (Spiegelberg, 1982).  Phenomenological analysis is an immediate portrayal of experience without taking account of it psychological origin (Merleau-Ponty, 1962). Phenomenology, consequently is an analytical reflection on conscious experience, instead of subconscious motivation, and is intended to discover the key invariant features of that experience (Jopling, 1996). 

Positivism is explained by Collis and Hussey (2009, p. 56) as “it rests on the assumption that social reality is singular and objective, and it not affected by the act of investigating it. The research involves a deductive process with a view to providing explanatory theories to understand social phenomena”. Information is collected from “positive information” because “every rationally justifiable assertion can be scientifically verified or is capable of logical or mathematical proof” (Walliman, 2001, p. 15). Under positivism, it is understood that reality is independent of us, it is assumed that the act of examining social reality has no effect on that reality (Creswell J. W., 1994).

One of the problems with positivism is the limitation imposed on the number of aspects that it is possible to discuss using a survey questionnaire. Questionnaires do not allow for the addition of a number of perspectives for complicated business issues (Woodside, 2010).

Within the positivism paradigm, the ontology assumes one reality, where the researcher is detached from the subject of the research and uses an objective epistemology (Glynn, 2009). The essence of the positivistic paradigm is observer independence, value-freedom, causality, hypothetico-deductive, operationalisation, reductionism, generalisation and cross-sectional analysis (Easterby-Smith, et al., 1995). This nature of research asserts a structured methodology to ensure reproduction and focus on observations that lend themselves to statistical analysis (Given, 2008). 

Given that the focal point of this research is to gain a more in depth insight and understanding into the way in which SMEs use marketing and the use of personal contact networking, a paradigm is required which allows magnitude for the expansion of a greater understanding of the phenomena. The phenomenological paradigm is more consistent with an approach for studying and interpreting the behaviour, experiences and perspectives of a small sample of the professional participants of this study.

If the positivist approach is chosen, the research will lose the individuality and value of distinct life experiences, restraining analytic processes to comparing variables across cases with minute or no context in which to understand those cases on their own virtues (Patton, Qualitative evaluation and research methods, 1990). Remenyi et al. (2003, p. 33) imply that “positivism is not regarded as an approach that will lead to interesting or profound insights into complex problems in the field of business and management studies.” 

The choice to not use the positivistic paradigm was made on the foundation of a series of assumptions. In terms of ontology, where issues relate to the nature of reality and its characteristics. When researcher conducts qualitative research, they are accepting the idea of multiple realities. Various researchers accept different realities, as do also the individuals being studied and the audience of a qualitative study (Creswell J. W., 2007). When researchers assemble a phenomenology, they account how individuals participating in the study view their experiences differently (Moustakas, 1994). 

In terms of epistemological, conducting a qualitative study means that researchers try to get as close as possible to the participants being studied. In practice, qualitative researchers administer their studies in the ‘field’, where the participants work- these are key contexts for understanding what the participants are stating (Creswell J. W., 2007). As the researcher stated personal experience and a strong interest in the subject under study, there can be no doubt of the independence in the study. The researcher will be working closely with the sources of data in order to answer the research questions. It is a credible phenomenological method for the researcher to determine the results of the marketing activities and how personal contact networking is used completely on their own experiences, responses and opinions.

From the axiological assumption, the researcher has values, even if they are not being made obvious. These values contribute to determine what are observed as facts and the interpretations gathered from them. This means it is important that the researcher’s biases are considered at all stages of the study (Collis & Hussey, 2009).

Also the elements linked with the two research paradigms also indicate that the phenomenological approach is superior in this study (Collis & Hussey, 2009). The study will contain a small sample of participants, this is an element of a phenomenological paradigm, in contrast a positivistic paradigm would use large sample sizes. The results of communications with SME owner/manager’s, as well as the researchers’ own opinions, will be qualitative and subjective. This means the opinions of the SME owner/manager’s will be seen as having high validity, but low reliability. From a phenomenological point of view, the study will look to allow findings to be generalised from one setting to another similar setting (Collis & Hussey, 2009).
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Boyd (2001) regards two to ten participants to be sufficient to reach saturation and Creswell (1998, p. 65) recommends “long interviews with up to ten people”. The key element in a phenomenological study is to participate with individuals who will give strong qualitative feedback to the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

These participants will have an interested in the study and may also be intrigued to receive some reaction and final conclusions from the research. Qualitative research usually has samples that are purposive rather than unplanned (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 429) state purposive sampling as “a non-probability form of sampling”, the researcher does not look to sample research participants on a chance basis. The aim of a purposive sample is to sample the participants in a calculated way, so that those sampled are applicable to the research questions that are being discussed. The participants will be selected based on “the strength of their experience of the phenomena under study” (Collis & Hussey, 2009, p. 213). By doing this, the researcher can establish a sample that meets a criteria of their needs.

Purposive sampling is often used when working with a small sample of participants (Saunders et al., 2009). Patton (2015, p. 264) describes purposeful sampling as “the logic and power of purposeful sampling lie in selecting information-rich cases for in-depth study. Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry… studying information-rich cases yields insights and in-depth understanding”.

Small samples cannot be referred to as contributing information suitable to the larger population in every scenario (Johnson D. , 1994). However, the desire of a purposive sample is not to be a statistical portrayal of the greater population but with the objective of obtaining knowledge and data of the phenomena under study (Remenyi, et al., 2003). 

For them reasons, the sample in this study will be purposive and will contain of a small number of SME owner/managers considered to have the experience, knowledge and information to provide valuable concepts and intuition into the marketing activities of SMEs.  It will comprise of four SME owner/managers from various industries. The number of employees in the firms will range from two to fifteen and three of the firms will have been established for at least five years with one established for 2 years. New-start up SMEs will not be included in this sample as their owner/ managers may have insufficient knowledge and experience to provide a useful contribution to the study.
[bookmark: _Toc481582383]3.3 Research Method

Using a phenomenological paradigm in this research leads to a qualitative methodology. Qualitative research contains a diverse range of research methods. Within the qualitative paradigm the research methods include interviews, critical incident technique, focus groups, questionnaires and observations (Collis & Hussey, 2009).

Seeing that the particular focus and the need for a conscious research method, whilst providing an intensive insight into the individual behaviours, experiences and perspectives of a small sample of SME owner/managers and to allow the research topics to take into consideration their views and activities in their own way, this study needs to explore individual versions of the methods of marketing activities and personal contact networking and the degree to which they are employed for business growth desires. Consequently, semi-structured interviews are recognised as the most applicable method for collecting relevant data.

A semi-structured interview is a technique for producing qualitative data and is characterised by open-ended questions that are refined around the research objectives (Morse & Richards, 2002).

The use of semi-structured interviews allows the researcher to “develop an understanding of the respondent’s ‘world’” (Collis & Hussey, 2009, p. 144). Klenke (2016, p. 130) believes that the advantages of semi-structured interviews are that “more complex issues can be probed, answers can be clarified, and a more relaxed research atmosphere may contribute to the elicitation of more in-depth as well as sensitive information”. Semi-structured interviews the participant to speak freely, develop upon answers and even change the theme of the interview (Currie, 2005). 

Concannon (2005, p. 176) states that “semi-structured interviews offer the further option of following up responses and investigating underlying motives in a way that other methodologies, such as observation, do not always provide.”

Interviews are particularly relevant for detailed probing of an individual’s behaviour, attitudes or needs, especially when the subject-matter is confidential or emotionally charged (Tull & Hawkins, 1990). Semi-structured interviews allow the interviewer to probe intriguing areas that arise from participants’ interests or concerns (Smith & Osborn, 2003). This is also backed up by Flowers et al. (2009, p. 56), who explain that semi-structured interviews allows participants “opportunity to tell their stories, to speak freely and reflectively, and to develop their ideas and express their concerns at some length”.

Semi-structured interviews are flexible, accessible and intelligible and also adequate of revealing important and often hidden aspects of organisational behaviour (Qu & Dumay, 2011). The researcher has the opportunity to record further information regarding the manner and actions of the respondent, such as hesitations, tone of voice and facial expressions (Remenyi et al., 2003).

It is often the most effective and beneficial means of collecting information as it has its basis in human conversation, it allows the interviewer to adapt the approach, pace and ordering of questions to stimulate the fullest responses from the participant (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 

Nevertheless, there are a number of issues affiliated with semi-structured interviews. The procedure for carrying out interviews is very time consuming and may be expensive (Collis & Hussey, 2009). The researcher may be bias due to the freedom they have as they can decide which answers to probe and how to probe them which may affect what participants say in response to the questions (Mitchell & Jolley, 2013).

 Another issue related to this method is the lack of anonymity that may lead to participants not being completing truthful or by contributing answers that they would consider the researcher deems as adequate, therefore contributing to increased bias (Remenyi, et al. , 2003). Mikkelsen (1995) states that through semi-structured interviews different information may be collected from different people, revolving around which topics arise; and data organisation and analysis can be quite challenging. 

Other research methods and approaches were considered, but abandoned for various reasons. Carrying out a questionnaire is unlikely to be a sufficient method if a large amount of information or a variety of different views are expected from participants about their attitudes, behaviour, or the subjective diversity of their individual life as they are often not expected to give extended responses (Remenyi, et al., 2003).

Questionnaires can impose a structure on the answers that may bias findings towards to the researcher’s, rather than the respondent’s point of view (Denscombe, 2014). Another issue a questionnaire may impose is non-response bias which occurs when a substantial number of people in the survey sample fail to respond to the questionnaire or an item in the questionnaire. This is very frequent among questionnaires as some members of a sample will decline to take part despite reasonable efforts by the surveyor. This therefore can damage the value of the survey statistics and render a survey’s results questionable (Baker, et al., 2011).

An observation approach would have multiple issues. It is very demanding, time consuming and cannot be scheduled (Cargan, 2007). Another issue of observational research is the behaviours must be attentively outlined and observable, therefore the actions may be so limited that they do not depict the critical behaviour (Thomas, et al., 2011). 

The observation approach is also limited as people may consciously or unconsciously, adjust the way they behave because they are being observed, and therefore observational reports of their behaviour may be unreliable representations of how they behave ‘naturally’; this is the issue of reactivity (Sapsford & Jupp, 2006). 

The use of diaries would also be an approach that would encounter issues. Diaries have practical problems consisting of participants who can express themselves sufficiently in writing and providing motivation and backing over the duration of record keeping (Collis & Hussey, 2009). Diary methods are also greatly labour intensive and time-consuming for both the researcher and the participant (Miles & Gilbert, 2005).

 As they are time-consuming, participants may not be too enthusiastic to complete their diaries frequently (Trendak, 2015), consequently, they may complete their entries too hastily and haphazardly, which may mean their dairies are without depth, abbreviated or reproductive and the information present there irrelevant from the perspective of the researcher (Dörnyei, 2007). With the diary method some experiences will be over-recorded; some under-recorded; and some experiences will go unrecorded (Jones, 2000).

Critical incident technique is another method which would come across problems. When using this method, as it is based on memory, the participant may have forgotten important facts as well as the issue of post-rationalisation, where the participant recalls the incidents with a certain amount of logic and understandability that did not exist at the time (Collis & Hussey, 2009). 

When re-telling past events experience by the participant, they may reinterpret the story, which also could be adjusted by emotional attachment to the incident (Hua, 2016). Critical incident technique may not be entirely precise so may need to be combined with other methods of data collection, analysis, and interpretation before it is fully assumed (Serrat, 2010).
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During the data-collection stage phase of the research semi-structured interviews will be used. Semi-structured interviews have previously been used to research marketing in SMEs with the desire of gaining an understanding and meaning whilst allowing flexibility with an aspect of structure (Gilmore, et al., 2001). Semi-structured interviews will allow for discussion and investigation whilst keeping the interview in the right direction and within interview time restrictions (Patton, 2002), this form of interview is particulary useful when gathering data from owner/managers of SMEs (Curran & Blackburn, 1994).

The type of semi-structured interview used in this study will be guided or focused. Bell (2014, p. 182) states that when using guided or focused interviews “no questionnaire or checklist is used, but a framework is established by selecting topics on which the interview is guided”. This allows the respondent a range of freedom in the framework. Various questions are asked, but respondents are obliged the freedom to talk about the topic and express their views in their own time (Bell, 2014).

The guided or focused interview focuses on the respondents’’ subjective responses to a known situation in which they have been involved while at the same time giving them the freedom to express their feelings as fully and as spontaneously as they choose (Cohen, et al. 2011). The loose structure of the interview allows flexibility for things such as changing the ordering of questions, modifying existing questions and taking the opportunity of addressing new questions not earlier thought of (Belal, 2016).

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 243) explains that the researcher “may omit some questions in particular interviews, given the specific organisational context which is encountered in relation to the research topic. The order of questions may also be varied depending on the flow of conversation.”

To make sure that the vital elements of SME marketing activities and personal contact networking are sufficiently covered, a basic interview guide will be produced. This will include a list of issues to be directed to each participant. By doing this it allows other topic areas to materialise which are explicit to each participant. The structure for the interview guide will be refined from the objectives of the research and the structure and topic areas of the literature review.

The owner/managers of the SMEs will be told that the aim of the research is to gather an understanding of how they do business rather than focusing on their perceptions of marketing activities and personal contact networking. At no point will the researcher ask the participants straight about personal contact networking. This will assure that the subjects will be brought forward for discussion in an approach that there will not be an attempt to influence the participants and as a result, will prevent a situation whereby the respondents will provide answers that they anticipate the researchers wants (Gilmore, et al., 2004). 

Palmer (1928) suggests that competent interviewers should always have charge of a conversation which they direct and influence to the service of their research interest. To enhance comprehensibility to the participants, questions should be simple to understand, short and free from of jargon (Kvale, 1996). 

The interview questions will be asked in an open-ended manner. By doing this it will not pre-determine the answers and allow room for the participant to answer in their own terms (Patton, 1987). 

The participants will be asked to reflect on their personal background and the history of the organisation. They will be asked in broad terms about their current business position, ongoing activities, producing sales, raising capital, about identifying customers, take on labour and to express their goals and future plans. Wherever possible, probing questions, consisting of the participants own words, will be used to stimulate them to go into detail on points they have made.

Hitchcock (1989) believes that the key to the interview is the concern of asking questions and this is generally achieved in qualitative research through conversational encounters. Therefore, it is crucial for researchers to accustom themselves with questioning techniques before conducting interviews. Questions concerning the discussion matters will not be developed before the commencing interviews. This will allow for the interviewer to remain able to choose the wording of questions instinctively and to create a style of conversation, which will be responsible for the nature of the communication between the researcher and the participant, but still providing focus on the subjects under discussion.

The interviewing style that will be use will be flexible, allowing the researcher to acclimate to the personality and situation of the participant. The interview will be informal as much as possible, this will create a relaxed conversational style which will consequently inspire the participants to speak more willingly in discussions.

The interviews will take place at the participants’ place of work as this will allow them to be more at ease in familiar surroundings (Concannon, 2005). Schüpbach (2008, p. 71) also backs this up by stating “familiar surrounding helped create a relaxed and informal atmosphere.

Before the interviews will start, the researcher will introduce himself, make clear the intentions of the research and state approximately how long the interviews will be. Then the researcher will explain to the participant what the information attained at the interview will be used for and whether quotations and views must be anonymous or not. At point of completion of the interviews, the researcher will ask the participant if they have any comments they would like to bring forward.

All of the interviews will be recorded via a phone/laptop prior to the consent of the participant. Throughout the interview the researcher will take notes, these will be things such as things that need to be picked up on and a reminder of points that were not quite clear. Transcriptions will be developed and verified through contrasting with the audio files and the notes. Participants will be issued copies of the transcripts by email for further verification.
[bookmark: _Toc481582385]3.5 Research Quality

When interviewing participants, issues of validity and reliability of huge significance. Issues which might influence the validity and reliability of the research project should be carefully thought-out, and limited where possible, when conducting interviews (McDougall, 2000).

Collis and Hussey (2009, p. 64) state that “reliability refers to the absence of differences in the results if the research were repeated”.

Krippendorff (2008, p. 350) believes that reliability “is the extent to which data can be trusted to represent the phenomena of interest rather than spurious ones”. The natural worry for reliability is to make sure, especially when humans are involved, that the data collected is unbiased (Dunmay & Cai, 2015). This is usually completed through the use of clear coding instructions as well as some type of statistical agreement by way of “an agreement coefficient, one that is capable of measuring the agreements among the values or categories used to describe the given set of recording units” (Krippendorff, 2008, p. 352).

Collis and Hussey (2009, p. 65) state that “validity is the extend to which the research findings accurately reflect the phenomena under study”. Krippendorff (2013, p. 44) argues that validity can “prevent analysts from pursuing research questions that allow no empirical validation or that yield results with no backing except by the authority of the researcher”. 
The researcher will contact the participants in their workplace during usual business hours, so that their behaviour is emulated in a common setting, and respondents will also receive copies of the interview transcripts for authentication and revision to make sure that they reflect their understanding. This will make sure that the researcher achieves adequate quality access to the knowledge of the participants and thoroughly understands their meanings.
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The analysis in this study will aspect of analysis as the researcher takes place. Following each interview, the researcher will assemble a transcript of the discussion that has taken place. Following the completion of the research, the researcher will have a transcript for each interview (four).

The four transcripts will be analysed in terms of the particulars of this research. The research analysis initiates with an exploration for data concerning key persistent themes and resulting patterns. The transcripts will be scanned with the aim to find any themes or patterns, and each interview transcript will be re-read a number of times in an additional attempt to establish the themes and patterns.

Once these themes and patterns have been located, the data will be coded in a certain manner. Stauss (1987, p. 27) states that “any researcher who wishes to become proficient at doing qualitative analysis must learn to code well and easily. The excellence of the research rests in large part on the excellence of the coding.

The structure used in the interview guide, which was developed from the research objectives, the literature review structure, will be the foundation for the coding frame. Different topic areas will be signalled with different colour markers. This will make each topic area clear. Stewart and Shamdasani (1990), Burnard (1991), and Morse and Field (1996) all support the colour coding of categories. 

The information will then be reviewed to test for missing or incorrectly coded data. Once the researcher is convinced that the information is accurate, each topic area will be put into categories into separate files. Saldana (2015) states that “coding describes a category’s properties and dimensions and explores how the categories and subcategories relate to each other”. These files will then endure repeated and close examinations to determine if correlation can be made amidst these descriptions. From these examinations it will become achievable to identify leading themes in each section of the interview schedule. Quotes from the interviews and used in this research will widely reflect such leading themes.







[bookmark: _Toc481582387]4.0 Analysis of Results

The selected methodology presented the respondents the independence to portray a variety of circumstances that elaborated the exploration of SME marketing activities and personal contact networking, tolerating them to express their experiences and perceptions of business activities and their business actions. The interview transcripts (four from four different firms) were analysed with a view to uncovering key persistent themes, meaningful patterns and explanations.

The findings relative to the exploration of SME marketing activities and personal contact networking for business development purposes, the purposes of marketing activities and personal contact networking are used by owner/managers of SMEs for business development and the degree to which these are used by owner/managers of SMEs to generate sales are portrayed and demonstrated in this section. The key issues are acknowledged using straightforward content analysis and are demonstrated with quotations from the respondents. 

The findings are split into two key sections. In the first section there is a profile of the sample with a concise summary of the key characteristics of the owner/managers and their businesses. This is followed by a summary of the main findings with regard to the exploration of SME marketing activities and the use of personal contact networking for business development purposes, focusing on the role of network relationships and how they use this to develop marketing activities as well as other business activities such as recruiting labour, generating sales, and identifying customers.
[bookmark: _Toc481582388]4.1 The Main Findings
[bookmark: _Toc481582389]4.1.1Profile of the Sample
[bookmark: _Toc481582390]4.1.2 Characteristics of the Business Owner

Male owner/managers overshadowed the sample of SMEs. Three of the four businesses in the sample were owned or managed by males and the fourth business was managed by a female. Three out of the four respondents were aged between thirty to forty, and the other respondent was aged twenty-two. So the majority of the owner/managers operating the SMEs in this sample were of a mature working age, however the one who is not, had been in full-time work for over 10 years so it could be argued that they were also of a mature working age.

In terms of education, unusually all of the owner/managers of the SMEs in the sample had minor levels of educational accomplishment. Three out of four of the SME owner/managers in the sample were educated to some extent, they had stayed in school until the age of sixteen with one going onto to do A-levels and two other respondents attended a grammar school. Apart from that one respondent, they were holders of a relatively lower qualification. One out of the three had no comprehensive or grammar school education. Most had left the educational structure with few qualifications with one having A-levels, and none of which were in possession of any higher qualifications such as a university degree or master’s degree.

Two out of the four respondents in the sample are in their own family businesses, another respondent is employed to run the company which was made possible through personal contact networking as it is owned by a close friend and the final respondent set up their company as they saw a gap in the market place. None of the owner/managers were unemployed prior to these roles.

[bookmark: _Toc481582391]4.1.3 Characteristics of the Businesses

The sample companies were gathered from a variety of activities. The sample included two physical companies which had tangible assets which consisted of; a kitchen retail showroom and fish and chip shops, the other two were services, one of which planned tours for both schools and private parties and the other ran events days and campaigns for a charity.

In terms of size, all of the companies employed between one and 15 people. At the time of research, all of the companies had grown in terms of employment since start-up. Two of the companies that shows signs of growth potential are the two with physical shops as they have either taken on more and more employees or opened more branches.

In terms of age, one the companies sampled had been established for nearly thirty years, one for ten years and the other two for only a few of years. The two companies in the sample that have been established the longest, show business maturity.
[bookmark: _Toc481582392]4.2 What SMEs Class as Marketing

 The owner/managers of the SMEs in this sample all engaged in some form of conventional marketing, especially promotional activity. They defined ‘marketing’ as numerous ways and methods of communicating with their customer and promoting their products or services, particularly advertising. They mostly did this by using somewhat low cost forms of marketing communications such as, leaflets, newspaper/magazine advertising and social media pages.

There was quite a positive feeling about marketing throughout the SMEs in the sample, but not about all methods, this was due to prices and poor response rate. Social media was a common thread throughout all four SME’s, with one of the SMEs having a very heavy focus on social media as their main method of marketing instead of the more conventional methods. Leaflet drops were also found to be used in two of the four SMEs, this is more likely because those two SMEs do the majority of their business in the local area, whereas for the remaining two SMEs because their geographic reach is much greater, leaflet drops would not be suitable.

“We have activities in I’d say four main areas, so we have offline advertising, so magazines adverts, leaflet drops etcetera, mail outs, letters etcetera. We also do quite a lot of online marketing, so social media, google ad words, we’ve optimized our website to appear in search engines and other social media, ‘Instagram’, ‘Pinterest’ and so on… we’ve done a lot of work within the showroom as well to promote the other products etcetera so trying to up sell and making people aware of sort of other things that are available to purchase throughout the process and try to get the customer spending more money, so the bulk of our activity, I would say the main budget is applied to the online marketing and the magazines as well cost as fair amount to do but we don’t do any form of trade shows or any events or anything locally , we just try and find ways of hitting homeowners in our geographic location”.

“We have a very heavy focus on social media… on Instagram so we use a lot more content marketing then any sort of standard marketing, with regards to flyers and emails, we do a little bit of that as well but most of our stuff is to do with interviews… we do email campaigns, to our database that has been built up now from people who have attended events in the past and we use ‘LinkedIn’ as well. That’s quite a big one for us”.

“Yes, very much driven towards independent schools, so we have built up a database of directors of cricket or directors of sport or preferably both at a lot of schools and we market to them through emails and calls and have regular meetings with them to discuss what their sports tour plans are, its generally a 18 month to two year lead time between making contact with them and actually delivering the tour so it’s quite a long process so marketing can be fairly conventional, in regards to the magazines that go round to independent schools… emails, we do newsletters that go out to independent schools, just letting them know what we are currently doing and social media we are looking to build that up as much as possible with fairly innovative content during our tours that we have done, with interviews with the kids, anything like that when we can get some kind of market research from them and some input from them from the tours and what they thought of them”.

“We are more into social network and trying competitions with that, get people sharing and liking the page for a couple of free meals or just advertise a special offer, if you mention this code, two fish and chips for a little bit cheaper, leaflet drops with a couple of vouchers and a menu, Christmas cards around Christmas time, we give out every Christmas with a little thank you, thank you for your custom throughout the year and then free vouchers to use in our quieter months, January and February, we do that every December, what else really…. Radio advertising, newspaper, the company car, the sign written car, what else… suppose that is it really”.

The research study shows that formal marketing is practised to some degree in SMEs, even where the business owner/manager have very little or no formal marketing education, but the formall marketing activities that are practised are generally ways and means of communicating with their customers and promotion their products or services. 

Conventionally marketing approaches concentrate on the marketing mix. Nevertheless, instead of concentrating on the traditional marketing paradigm of the 4Ps, or the 7Ps, SME owner/managers emphasise the significance of promotion. SMEs marketing is used for the needs of the moment, with little attention being paid to plans, strategies and analysis, which contrasts with marketing in large firms, where it is seen as formal, planned and well-structured (Stokes, 2000).  This is supported in a study by Cheng et. al. (2016) who state that “marketing within an SME context was not planned or organised in a formal or systematic way and there is no evidence of having any formal marketing function in the SMEs. In essence, there was no evidence of any planned marketing strategy. “Intuition” and “opportunity” were phrases often used to describe the planning of activities by business owners”.

All owner/managers in this sample do involve formal and conventional marketing practices, most commonly promotional activity, the marketing activities are mostly not complex. 

The marketing action is seen by SMEs to be unimportant to their necessities, relating to sales and promotions only, a view which has developed from the ability of SMEs to generate sales without organising their marketing activities (Carson D. , 1990). This is apparent within the SMEs in the sample as they all use methods of promotion, such as, leaflet drops and magazine advertising. Jennings and Beaver (1997) suggest that owner/managers will utilise control and influence over marketing outlay by deciding to do promotions or advertising based on instinct rather than on comprehensive and reasonable decision-making.

In a study by Reijonen (2010, p. 286), it was found that in the theme of subjective definitions of marketing, promotion was frequently mentioned as one respondent stated “the aim is to make a sale”, suggesting that SME owner/managers see promotion as their key method of generating sales. This complies with the results of the study as promotion was also a key theme throughout the SMEs in the sample. This is also supported by Hills and Hultman  (2005) who suggest that there is a heavy focus on selling and promotion, these characteristics were generally found throughout the results of the SMEs in this sample.

Carson et. al. (1995) consider SME marketing practises to be completely different from traditional marketing theory, with SME marketing being simple, effective, instinctive and cordinated with their particular culture. 

Bhide (1994) states that the marketing activitiy of SMEs typically take a short-term instead of a long-term approach, this is quite evident throughout all the SMEs in this sample as there is no mention of any long term marketing approaches. This also supported by Stokes (2000) who suggests SMEs are without long-term planning of marketing practices, Beaver and Harris (1995) suggest this may be due to time restraints. Kotler (1977) also supports this theory by suggesting that SMEs adopt a narrow short-term view of promotion.

McGrath (2008) believes that due to SMEs restricted resources, their little or no influence on the market place and a scarcity of expertise, that pursuing a traditional avenue of marketing is not practical for SMEs, however, the SMEs in this sample do seem to have followed traditional methods of marketing in the form of promotion by using approaches such as flyers and newspaper/magazine adverts. These methods of marketing are very cost effective and can be done at a low cost, this may be due to a lack of resources which is suggested by Verhees and Meulenberg  (2004) who state that SMEs are often obstructed by multiple resource restraints. 

The results support Nwankwo and Gbadamosi (2010) who suggest that SME’s are now using more internet marketing, this is apparent is in all four of the SME’s who all use social media in their marketing activities.

The results support the study by Racolta-Paina et. al. (2009) who found that the most common marketing activities performed by the managers in their sample were promotion by the means of; their own website and other relevent websites, direct marketing that included emailing, creation and dissemination of promotional materials such as brochures, cataloggues and business cards.
[bookmark: _Toc481582393]4.3 Is Marketing a Priority?

The SMEs in this sample regard their marketing to be very high on their list of priorities. These SMEs believe this is what generates their customer base and it enables them to be able to reach out to new customers. 

Marketing has to be a priority for one of the SMEs in the sample as they are a one-time purchase company, meaning they do not keep or get repeat business from existing customers very frequently, so marketing is their means of creating new customers, therefore without this generation of new customers, their business would essentially fail.

“I would say, well we are always looking really, we never stop looking for ways we can advertise, always you know the next, sorting out the next menu and looking for the next leaflet drop or the next article that we can do, always looking for a local charity that we can help out, which is giving back to the community, which is all good press as well and good publicity, yes you can never stop really, I do not think we will ever be happy”.

“ I would say they are very much at the forefront of what we do, I am a very firm believer in you know you have got to start with the marketing, that is what generates the leads, whatever form that comes in, whether that is networking or whether you don’t actually have a budget and are just doing picking up the phone yourself, it’s all still forms of marketing and that is essentially what drives the business forward, you can’t grow unless you are doing marketing to generate new leads, so it’s very very much top of my priority list and would… yes would certainly be the last thing that I would stop if times ever got hard etcetera”.

“Yes, because ultimately our business runs on getting people to events, so the marketing has to link in with the sales but also sponsorship activation is such a big thing for us, so we have to push stuff out, have channels to do so and engage with our audience, so marketing is the way we do that, so yes its very high on our agenda.”

There is considerable evidence which shows that SMEs success and survival is dependent on the organisations marketing efficiency from authors such as Smith (1990), Kirby et. al. (2004), Blankson and Stokes (2002) and Brooksbank et. al. (1999). Many authors such as Fuller (1994), Gadenne (1994) and Murdoch et. al. (2001) state that a lack of marketing awareness is a key cause of company failure. This supports what two of the SME owner/managers in this sample state as it is marketing that generates their leads/sales so without this, they would be unable to fulfil their purpose. This is also supported by Gilmore (2011, p. 143) who states that SME marketing is “opportunistic, intuitive and if the firm is to survive, it is profit driven”.

The results contradict Munro (1996) who suggests that marketing expertise is generally bottom of the list of priorities for SMEs, this contradicts the results for the SMEs in this sample as they all state that marketing is a priority for them. Scase and Goffee (1980) suggest that SME marketing is haphazard as the owner/manager will make decisions based on business priorities at the current time, so according to the results at this given point in time, these SMEs are prioritising marketing, however this may change if their business situation alters.

The results also support Stokes (2000), who suggests that owner/managers of SMEs tend to see marketing as a tactic to generate new business. This is clearly shown by the owner/managers in this sample as there is multiple mention of the generation of leads through marketing.

Winkholfer and Houghton (2004) state that it is common in SMEs for staff workloads to be over stretched, which results in work being prioritized and therefore seen as more important than other activities such as marketing. The SMEs in this sample oppose this theory, one owner/manager even suggested that marketing would be the last thing they would stop doing if times got tough.
[bookmark: _Toc481582394]4.4 Reliant on Owner/Managers Marketing Skills

With regards to whether SMEs are over reliant on their owner/managers marketing skills, two out of the four SMEs in this sample specifically recruited someone in the marketing field to take care of any marketing and the other two SMEs are reliant on their owner/managers marketing skills as if they do not do it, it will not get done. 

There was no correlation between the reliance on owner/manager marketing skills and how established the company is as in the two larger SMEs in the sample, one has a marketing executive and the other has not. This is the same when regarding the size of the companies in the sample as in the two larger organisations, only one has a marketing specialist, whereas the other is reliant on the owner/managers skills. In the two smaller companies, again only one has a marketing specialist, this shows that there is no correlation between reliance on the owner/managers marketing skills and the size of the company.

“Yes, we don’t have anyone who does it specifically, one of us focuses on social media and the other on the marketing side of things, so at the moment yes, I think the marketing that we do is reliant on the skills that I bring to that”.

“In the early days, yes very much so because of it was just you know me doing those different marketing activity and you only know what you know and if your experience is a little bit limited in certain areas or certain fields etcetera then yes it is sort of reliant on you but we have developed it quite dramatically over the years and have got a very good system in place now for marketing so I am not as heavily involved in the day to day marketing anymore, it is more a strategy level so I will work with our marketing executive and I will give her direction on what we want to do and what we want to achieve and sort of set targets and strategies but then she will implement it, so yes it was reliant on me but I think its grown to the point now where it is actually more of a machine that works without me”.

“No, it was an area that was the first person that I recruited, was somebody who came into the marketing department, so certainly not my personal skills and we also work with two companies who are very specific, it always goes back to social media, ones a social media reporting business, so they look at the ‘Facebook’ posts, tweets that go out and our link to the people that are involved whether that be somebody who supported a project and we have activated on, we want to report back of the evaluation of the coverage we have given them, both in social media and other forms of media but… yes so it’s been certainly not reliant on my skills because I recruited in that area because that’s not my strength, so yes, social media reporting and we also get somebody who puts our content together, because content marketing, I found certainly with the stuff we do is a lot stronger than any kind of TV adverts, any sort of magazine stuff, we don’t do any of that stuff, we don’t send any flyers out, we only send e-flyers out, so we do email campaigns, but like I said they are really low cost forms of marketing, yes ultimately, not on my skills set, no”.

“I would probably say me, (refers to other owner/managers) are the forefront I suppose yes, but then the staff often managers look to have their say as well, the manager of (refers to shop), (refers to manager), he is in charge of the ‘Twitter’ account at (refers to shop), the ‘Facebook’ account down there, yes we are always willing to listen for ideas for advertising, some might think outside the box and come up with something you know that we didn’t even think or realise, so yes always open for ideas from that.”
 
Two out of the four SMEs in this sample support Stokes and Wilson (2006) who state there is a reliance on the owner/managers marketing skills, this is because of a personalised management style. However, the other two SMEs have employed staff who specialise in marketing to take care of it for them, in the case of one of the SMEs this is because the owner/manager know themselves that marketing is not their greatest strength so for the benefit of the business can delegate that task onto someone else. 

Gilmore et. al. (2006) suggest that SMEs suffer from a lack of marketing expertise that may be due to the owner/managers limited skills in marketing or the absence of a marketing specialist. This may be the case for two out of four of the SMEs in the sample, as they are reliant on the owner/managers marketing skills for all of their marketing activities, however, in the other two SMEs they have recruited marketing specialists so in theory should counter Gilmore et. al. (2006) theory that SMEs suffer from a lack of marketing expertise.

Carson and Gilmore (2000) suggest that many owner/managers of SMEs will perceive themselves to have limited marketing ability, this is usually due to their previous background meaning they are unlikely to bring quality marketing experience and skills to the company. This is evident in one of the SMEs in the sample as they clearly state that they recruited a marketing specialist as marketing was not their strength.
[bookmark: _Toc481582395]4.5 Over Reliant on a Small Number of Customers

Within the SMEs in this sample, the owner/managers mostly do not think they are over reliant on a small number of customers, however if certain aspects of their business grow, they may become more dependable on certain clients. This is due to a high number of customer turnover, so if one customer decided not to use the business again, it would not greatly affect them. 

However, one of the SMEs relies on two large clients for most of its business, so would be greatly affected if they chose to do business elsewhere.

“No, it’s not really something that is overly relevant to us because we are, 95% of what we do is to the public, we have a few developers that we work with but they don’t make up a large proportion of the business so we have always had actually quite a high turnover of customers and a high level of you know customers, in terms of numbers so, as it is a one off transaction that’s not really been relevant to us, I think if we grew the development side of the business or the contract side of the business, that’s when it can start to affect you if you have got one or two customers making up a huge amount of your turnover but that’s not really relevant to us at the moment”.

“At the moment yes, we have two schools, we have very good contacts with them, in both myself and my business partner in our previous jobs worked with them schools, so they were a really easy fit. They have done stuff with us, they are looking to do repeat business with us, but at the moment they are our two main clients, so with regards to that we are, and we need to get outside of that using all the methods that we have spoken about but, we certainly have to focus on that because at the moment those two are our main clients and if they went with somebody else or decided not to go on a school tour, it would affect us”

“Certain customers daily, one customer spending two or three pound a day, does not really affect us but if you get obviously a larger number of them it does, if you get a regular customer spending twenty pound a week, that is obviously over one thousand pound a year, if you get ten of those or twenty of those obviously it adds up, it is a big chunk, but yes, we would not really notice a small customer spending you know, minimal amounts weekly because you know each week you are going to get maybe ten or twenty new customers try and then hopefully will become regular customers so you know every week you are trying to improve on the week before”.

According to Burns (2001), SMEs are prone to be over-reliant on a minor number of customers, this puts risk on the organisation as if one of these key customers go elsewhere, and they will lose a great portion of their revenue. Only one out of the four SMEs in this sample are reliant on a small number of customers, but the remaining three contradict Burns (2001) views on SMEs customer reliance. 

Kalwani and Nayarandas (1995) mention that an over reliance on a small number of customers could be a risky strategy. This is due to the fact that a relatively small decrease in a major clients sales, can then lead to a large decrease in an SMEs revenues (Raymond & St-Pierre, 2004). Birley and Westhead (1990) also support this as they suggest that in SMEs there is a degree of dependency on a small number of customers, also Fox (2005) states that by nature SMEs are more dependent on their customers, therefore there is a need to be responsive to them.
[bookmark: _Toc481582396]4.6 Experimental Learning in Marketing

Another common theme throughout the SMEs was that marketing was seen as experimental learning by the owner/managers. 

This was especially the case in the early days of business, this is due to the inexperience of marketing and not understanding what aspects of their marketing worked and what did not. For example, trying out different magazines and if they do not create many leads, they would not be used again.

“Yes, the early days definitely because we were just doing what we were doing because we though that is what you should do and you know, you should have an ad in the yellow pages and you should have this that and the other but as we grew, we started putting a lot more focus on were people were coming from and now we have just got a very very slick process that measures exactly where all of our leads are coming from, where customers are coming from to the point of knowing how much each customer is spending, where they have come from, what are the best types of leads for us and really you know having granular information on the marketing activities and the lead sources that are actually working so we have actually saved a huge amount of our budget that we were spending in certain areas because we looked at the figures and thought well, we are spending £5000 on that particular thing and it hasn’t brought us any customers, but back in the early days I wouldn’t of had a clue about that, we just we not monitoring anything, so because now we ask everything single customer where they heard about us, that gets logged on the spread sheet, it’s all monitored and tracked from initial inquiry right through to sale, all of that information we’ve got available and can pin point exactly where our customers are coming from and what the best leads are so I don’t think that marketing should be experimental learning, I think when you are first starting off it is, just because of the lack of experience but the quicker you can get the processes in place to measure it, nothing should be experimental, it should all be fairly mathematical and black and white.”

“Yes, to an element, I think it’s quite similar, to the cricket coaching side of marketing but, there certainly has been things, with regards to the content that we put on our social media, I think that has been quite an experimental thing with regards to views and the interaction we get from that, otherwise we have a fairly simple way to kind of report on what we do with regards to the amount of emails we send out to schools for the amount of times we then have follow up meetings with them or actually contact within those contacts turn into meetings and the meetings will turn into tours, so because we are fairly young, at least we’ve got that there to know that so we can actually look back and see where we have been going well and where we are not going so well”.

“Yes, definitely, we are always looking to try something different and you learn by your mistakes and learn by things that have worked, (refers to local newspaper) for example, is probably one of the most expensive to advertise, and is really not working for us, we do not know why, but we have put vouchers in, you know, good vouchers and advertisement in time and time again but we never really get that many back, you know if any, and it is really expensive of the amount of advertisement you can get elsewhere on maybe radio adverting or a leaflet somehow, yes in comparison it is really not worth it so yes that is a big learning curve there, but yes definitely always looking to try something different yes, different local magazines, you always try new local magazines and we always try them once just so you know”.

Racolta-Paina and Mone (2009) suggest that marketing within SMEs is understood as experimental learning. This is seen in all of the SMEs in the sample, however, for one of the SMEs, this was only the case during the early years of the business, and the owner/manager suggests that marketing should not be experimental as it is not cost efficient so money will be lost on marketing activities that are not producing a great return on investment. 

Carson and Gilmore (2000, p. 3) also support this by suggesting that “learning is acquired through experience and developed as an accumulation of knowledge and experience, built upon and from communication and judgement”. This is apparent throughout the SMEs in the sample as they suggest they look back on methods they have tried, and see what has worked for them and what has not, this develops their knowledge on the effectiveness of marketing activities to their organisation.

Experience is a resultant from knowledge gained from doing business and is progressed and developed by accumulation of experience over time and by learning from successes and failures (Carson & Gilmore, 2000). The results support Carson and Gilmore (2000, p. 4) who state that “experimental learning is something that owner/manager will acquire over time”. It will develop instinctively as the company becomes established and practices materialise and develop. It will develop naturally and an owner/manager can exploit experimental learning proactively and in an enhanced way by focusing on developing their experimental learning and consequently competency marketing. By doing this it will boost the SMEs marketing effectiveness (Carson & Gilmore, 2000). This is supported by the results, as by the owner/managers learning what is succeeding and what is failing, it allows them to make their marketing activities more efficient and effective, therefore increasing their return on investment.
[bookmark: _Toc481582397]4.7 Personal Contact Networking

Gilmore et al. (1999, p. 31) state that personal contact networks is “any relationship or alliance the owner manager may develop to further the potential of his or her enterprise”.

Marketing, for SME’s and entrepreneurs, involves interacting with individual customers and through personal selling and relationship-building approaches and interaction (Carter & Jones-Evans, 2012). All of the SME owner/managers in this sample made use of personal contact networks for uses such as; building relationships with customers, recruiting labour, generating sales and finding marketing intelligence

Marketing by networking is used by SME’s to develop, enhance, and support all aspects of the marketing activity by networking with customers and potential customers and by industry and business networks, word-of-mouth communication, and information-gathering activities. Marketing by networking is improved and developed through experience. SME manager-owners use their networking capabilities to overcome natural weaknesses. They learn from mistakes evaluating what went wrong and how to avoid committing mistakes in the future (Gilmore & Carson, 1999).

For many SME’s, networking and personal contact is how sales opportunities are initially created (Hill, 2001). Restricted resources at entrepreneur’s disposal lead them to less traditional marketing activities and instead they concentrate upon personal, social, business, industry and market networks as their marketing tool (Gilmore, et al., 2001).

Personal contact networks had a major contribution to this research as there was a clear determination of the extensive use by owner/managers in this sample which was mainly around generation of sales, recruitment of labour and gaining marketing intelligence.
[bookmark: _Toc481582398]4.7.1 Building Relationships with Customers

Throughout the SMEs in this sample it is clear that owner/managers like to build up relationships with customer with the aim of repeat business or referrals to new customers. 

This involves direct contact with the customers and the building of personal relationships and in some cases the owner/manager attempts to move the relationship that they have with their customers from formal to informal.

“We like to try and keep in contact with customers as much as possible both in the quoting/sales process as well as afterwards as well when they are actually already a customer… in terms of keeping in contact with previous customers, we send Christmas cards with updates about what we are doing and if the business is doing anything else that might be of interest to them, send them details of referral scheme so that they know that if they recommend friends they can get a little treat from us and we reward people who are referring people to our business and if we have got some interesting news or doing a promotion that would benefit existing customers we send something out to them but, yes it is quite difficult to stay in contact with old customers because we don’t really have a huge amount to say to them, they have already bought our product and there is not a lot else we can do, so that is quite difficult”.

“We build quite strong relationships through that, so we do get repeat business from people that have supported our projects in the past which is great but its also a good way of meeting new clients in regards to sponsorship”

“Yes, try build up customer relations as much as possible really, got customers that have been using us for years and years now and you know each other’s names, they know a little bit about your background, you know a little bit about their background, you know their family and what they are doing at the weekend, yes it is nice and I have got one gent that has been using us for about ten years on a Saturday and every now and then we go out for lunch… a lot of it is word of mouth as well you know, people enjoy their food they tell others, and if they don’t, they tell others, so we want them obviously to tell people the good stuff and then with the functions you know we do the large orders and deliveries for big parties, functions, we like to be you know one of their first things that pop into their heads for when they think of catering, so they might be a regular customer and think ‘oh I have got a 50th birthday coming up, what better to do than have some fish and chips delivered’”

The SME owner/managers in this study all used methods of direct contact and the building of personal relationships with their customers. The evidence in this study clearly shows that the respondents in this sample looked to develop personal relationships with their customers and consequently informalised the more formal contact that they originally had with them.

Bayrus (1985) suggests that SMEs spend time on building relationships with satisfied customers who the recommend to other potential customers. The results suggest that the SMEs in this sample build relationships with customers to generate repeat business or for them to refer more customers. This supports Ruokolainen and Makela (2007) who suggest that relationships with existing customers are essential for not only producing future revenue but also can provide additional business opportunities. 

Gummesson (1994) states that the main reason for maintaining and managing relationships with customers is that it generates customer loyalty and therefore retention. This is clearly the case for the SMEs in this sample. Jack et. al. (2010) suggests that SMEs have a tendency to form closer relationships with customers than larger organisations.

O’Dwyer et. al. (2009) states that communication with customers is at the core of marketing in SMEs. Communication between the organisation and the customers is usually constant, informal and open with the purpose of creating mutual value and also has a social aspect to these relationships (Ritchie & Brindley, 2005). This is shown in the study as the SMEs have informal relationships with the customer, for example, sending Christmas cards and being on a first name basis. Also having social interactions with customers as one owner/manager in the sample participates in social activities outside of the workplace with one of their regular customers. 
[bookmark: _Toc481582399]4.7.2 Identifying Customers and Generating Sales

All of the SME owner/managers in this sample utilise personal contact networks that they have to establish customers and sources of sale generation. All of the respondents in the sample have confidence on word-of-mouth communication and recommendation and even look upon on some business custom from members of their family, friends and business associates. 

All of the respondents in this sample counted on word-of-mouth communications to advance their customer base by way of referrals. However, numerous modes of promotional activity were mentioned, the SME owner/managers in this sample believe word of mouth communication as the most continual and most substantial way of identifying customers and generating sales. The owner/managers identify the significance of building positive representation of their business in the market to ensure positive word-of-mouth communication and recommendations.

“Oh its massive in our industry, because we are fitting new kitchens in people’s homes etcetera, their experience and how they find the whole process and whether they are pleased with the works that we have done, it just spreads like wildfire basically, so if they are very very happy with what we have done and over the moon then all of their friends and family come round, have a look at the new kitchen, it’s obviously the hub of the home, so it is really important for us and has actually now become our number one lead source for sales, so yes it is massively important for us that the customer is satisfied with everything that we are doing and is then passing on their experience to their friends and family.”

“Yes a lot of it is word of mouth as well you know, people enjoy their food they tell others, and if they don’t, they tell others, so we want them obviously to tell people the good stuff.”

“Yes, very very big in this industry, crickets quite a small world and teachers obviously talk and see each other a lot through the year when they are playing cricket matches against each other so if they’ve had a really positive experience they will talk and it is a way that people look too recruit businesses to do this, what we do for them, they’ll talk a lot, talk about what was good, what was bad. So word of mouth, is a big thing.”

Burns (2007) states that word-of-mouth marketing is a usual source of new customers for SMEs. This is supported by O’Dwyer et. al. (2009) who suggest that SME owner/managers emphasise the importance of word-of-mouth. Gilmore (2011) states that SMEs heavily rely on word-of-mouth by always trying to maintain a good reputation to help this. The results of this study clearly support the work of these authors as all SMEs in the study rely quite heavily on word-of-mouth

Resnick et. al. (2011, p. 41) found in a study that SMEs focus on the customer either through desire to meet their needs or because the customer generated business for the SMEs through positive work-of-mouth. Within this study one respondent stated “the majority of our business comes from client referral…so word-of-mouth, which is the best form of marketing”. This corresponds with the results of this study as there was a strong trend among the respondents in this sample to consider word-of-mouth communications and recommendations as appropriate and one of the most successful ways of promoting their business, increasing new customers and generating sales.

Stokes (2000) also supports these views by stating that SMEs rely significantly on word-of-mouth promotion, Moriarty et. al. (2008) follows this by stating that word-of-mouth is a key aspect of promotion for SMEs.

Franco et. al. (2014) suggest word-of-mouth strategies of social and communication bring many benefits as they are more economical, which is very beneficial for SMEs which have limited resources. Word-of-mouth works very efficiently as 84% of people trust messages passed through the social network, whereas 14% who trust in traditional advertisement, this is due to relationship proximity and trust generated by friends and their recommendations. This supports why the owner/managers in this sample rate word-of-mouth so highly, based on the results and the literature it is clearly a very effective way of generating new customers and sales as backed by statistics, customers trust their social networks much more than a company itself.

In a study by Jones and Rowley (2011) many of the SMEs used word-of-mouth and it was found to be the most powerful method of marketing throughout the study. This is supported by the results of the study as all the owner/managers in the sample had a strong liking for word-of-mouth due to the response they get from it in regards to new business.

Harris (1993) suggests that personal recommendations are a tangible measure of a customer’s satisfaction, and states that people will refer other people to businesses with which they have comfortable business relationships. This is clearly evident within the SMEs of the sample.
[bookmark: _Toc481582400]4.7.3 Recruiting Labour

A further common characteristic of the SMEs in the sample is their reliance on their family, friends and business acquaintances for recruiting labour. The SME owner/managers often counted on recruiting staff through; their friends, family and business associates or through their employee’s friends, family and business associates. Consequently, a major reoccurring theme of the use of personal contact networks for recruitment.

This method of recruitment was seen to be very effective and the owner/managers knew what sort of employee they were hiring. Trust and reliability were some of the main factors in the recruitment of staff as the owner/managers needed to have a high level of confidence and trust in people that they hire to overcome the issue of this difficult and complex element of business life, the recruitment of labour.

“Probably from a personal perspective, on our projects its been fairly easy because of my background, my previous job has been cricket coaching.”

“We’ve then gone within that business to recruit people who will deliver educational side of things, which is probably slightly outside of my personal network but within the guys that I either play with or coached with soon as I finished playing that was where I always went to back to, to recruit people and my personal opinion on that is that I recruit people that I know rather than going out and recruiting through a recruitment agency or kind of doing it blind, I always try to go to people I know just because I find the element of trust there straight away rather than somebody I don’t know, which has its benefits and downfalls but that’s just the way that I do it.”

“We have used our existing employees to bring new employees to the business, so people they have worked with before, contacts they have got, so for example, our designer brought his wife on board, our installations manager suggested his daughter for the administrative role and that has worked really well for us so, that’s been the most productive forms for us.”

“A lot of it is sort of friends of staff that we already have, always asking if we have got work, asking if any of your mates are looking for jobs, that’s how sort of servers come around really”

“Myself and my business partner have been in the cricket industry for a number of years, he’s been in this industry for three or four years in the events based industry and I’ve in the cricket industry so we go to the guys we’ve played with, coached with or been coached by, again its very… we speak to the guys who you know that are going to deliver good products, so its people that we have worked with before, we very rarely go outside of that to new people through an agency or anything like that”

Additionally, inspection of how full time employees would be recruited exposed a dependence by SME owner/managers on close personal associates. Many of the SME owner/managers within this study seemed to be unwilling to look outside their direct group of friends, family and former associates for recruits. They signified that employees would be recruited from the base of family, friends and former associates that they have and would come through chance enquiries from the owner/managers themselves or from word of mouth recommendation from their friends or work colleagues. The recruitment of labour would be pursued in an informal style. Repeatedly trust and reliability seemed to be vital elements in the possible recruitment of employees.



However, another theme throughout the SMEs in this sample is the use of internet or newspaper advertising for the recruitment of labour.  This is using more formal approaches for recruitment, which did not involve the use of personal contact networks.

“We use ‘Gumtree’ a lot to put out adverts which has been quite successful for both the marketing, finance and sales roles that we have had over the years and that has proved quite successful.”

“Gumtree or social media, (refers to local newspaper) we advertised in a couple of times just because you are looking for a little bit more experience if possible in fish and chips, the chances of your current staff knowing someone in that field is quite slim, so yes, we are finding Gumtree at the moment really good for staff, get quite a lot of responses on there.”

Furthermore, the SMEs in this sample show that the level of skill required for the job may affect how they choose their method for recruiting labour. For low level skilled jobs, the use of personal contact networking is often use, however, for the use of higher skilled jobs, other methods such as jobsites and newspaper advertising is used as the chance of having someone with that specific skillset within their personal contact network is slim. Some of the SME owner/managers seemed unwilling to look away from their personal contact networks to find someone totally new, this is due to a variety of reasons such as, lack of trust and not knowing what level of quality this unknown employee would perform at or how reliable they would be.

Recruitment is vital to any business and in particular to SMEs, where an insufficient individual can have an excessive effect, so in this research there is a high level of reoccurrence of the owner/manager employing family, friends or previous associates who they believe to be of a reliable and trustworthy standard. Correspondingly, to this research, Fadahunsi et. al. (2000) discovered in a study of 82 SME owner/managers that they frequently depended on support from family and friends for recruitment and the recruitment of labour was consistently limited to personal contact networks and was informally pursued.

Furthermore, this study supports the results of Atkinson and Storey (1994), Holliday (1995), Fadahunsi et. al. (2000) and Wheelock and Baines (1998), who found that owner/managers of SMEs have a inclination to employ family members and other established associates and look to find out what they believe to be reliable networks and sources of knowledge for the reasons of recruitment.

However, the results also highlight the use of added formal approaches of recruiting. In divergence to other studies stated above, additional findings in this study have some resonance with the work of Chell and Baines (2000) and Longnecker (2000), who on investigation of how staff were recruited, discovered that there was a absence of reliance by SME owner/managers on close personal associates and that more formal approaches of recruiting that did not involve the use of informal relationships, including advertising for staff and the use of both public and private employment agencies, were the most commonly used by SME owner/managers.
[bookmark: _Toc481582401]4.7.4 Market Intelligence

In the SMEs within this sample, the owner/managers are using their personal contact networks for the use of gathering market intelligence. This may be through knowing other people/friends in the industry and can discuss informal things such as ‘gossip’ in the industry like a new competitor or more using more professional contacts such as trade representatives for information like supplier pricing and stock information.

“I think in terms of networking we get a lot of reps coming to the showroom so, you know trade representatives from our suppliers etcetera, they are quite a useful source of information for market intelligence and taking the time to actually sit and chat with them and sort of you know network with them to get as much information as possible from them is always quite useful but there are events etcetera that are you know, I have been to where there are other people in the industry there and you can have a general chat about what sort of market intelligence and sort of having a chat with someone who mentions someone setting up a new showroom or mention that they heard that so and so is expanding into this area so yes, it is a really useful way of getting informal information that you can sort of use and prepare stuff”.

“Yes, its not a huge market in the UK, there is a couple of people who are doing a lot (refers to competitor) are our biggest competitors, who my business partner used to work for, so we have very, its very easy to find out they are doing, with regards to people coming doing new things, I suppose its just doing the research of what sports tours are currently out there, we do that for our price points, we are doing its for our competitors analysis, but its not a very big market, so it’s a quite a small area”

“Yes, where (refers to owner/manager) has been in the trade for forty years now, he knows a lot of people round this area, around the London area, friends and people that have gone into to work with different food suppliers, so you build up this friendship with them and where we are speaking to them, you know speaking to a different supplier each day really and you know if you hear of anything going up can you let us know, if you get any cheap stock or maybe some stock that has got a best before date, a few weeks, we can try shift it, obviously with the four shops, we can shift stuff quite quick… obviously speaking to different people in different shops, what potatoes are you using? what fish are you using? is it any good? Stay away from it? Have you heard of anything going up or coming down?”.

The results of this study support the findings of Gilmore and Carson (1999) who suggest that networking contributes in supporting decisions through confirmation and justification of a decision. Networking is a useful mechanism for congregating information about a whole variety of issues including; marketing intelligence, trends and gossip within the industry or market about individuals who may impact the organisation whether that be currently or in the future. This method allows SMEs to partake in this element of business within the reachability of their resources and expertise. 

The findings also support Gilmore (2001) who states that networking activities can form a vital source of market intelligence on which SME planning is based which can help to gain a competitive advantage. These activities can include interacting and partaking in social, business and trade activities. Social and business activities are clearly used in the SMEs in this sample, they use these networks to gain informal and formal advice/information from associates such as business partners, friends and suppliers.  

Dean et. al. (1997) suggests that networking for business activities is about organisations combining together with a mutual objective, working together and co-operating through exchange and sharing of ideas, knowledge and technology. This is clearly evident in the results of this study with SME owner/managers co-operating with other business networks to share advice and information.

The findings of this study also support Gilmore t. al. (2001, p. 6) who state “SME networking tends to be informal, loose, unstructured, spontaneous, reactive, structured around and conforming to industry norms”.  Informal networking was a recurrent theme within the study with all SME owner/managers using informal conversations a basis of gaining market intelligence.
[bookmark: _Toc481582402]4.8 Use of the Internet

[bookmark: _Toc481581092][bookmark: _Toc481582176][bookmark: _Toc481582259][bookmark: _Toc481582403]All of the SMEs in the sample of this study use the internet, however, none of the SMEs are an e-commerce business, meaning none of which sell their products/services over the internet. All of the SMEs use the internet for other intentions such as; a company website, advertising, using social media platforms, generating leads and researching industry related subjects.

“we are not an ecommerce business, so we don’t sell products over the internet but, it has enabled us to get enquiries from a bit further afield, we sold a kitchen to someone in the Falkland islands and had to ship that out to them and that was from an internet lead in terms of the source, so yes it has helped us dramatically on the marketing side of things but yes, it has helped us sort of you know increase our geographic range somewhat and has made things easier, definitely trying to find new suppliers and things like that obviously googling everything”

“We have our own website so we have news articles that go on there, again its just a bit of a tick box for us, its not a huge priority, like I said the social media side of it and the data that we capture on projects is always used on our social media, so with regards to the internet its just researching companies, looking for the CSR stuff we don’t necessary push stuff out on to the internet in the conventional ways really and we do some paid media but again that all goes back to social media, its not the usual marketing, we do very little SEO stuff, we don’t use any of those channels really because its just not worth it and we look to spend as little as possible on marketing and apart from the paid media, then really our marketing budget is little its really small”.

One of the SMEs in the sample supports Meltzer (2015) view that global development in internet access is delivering new opportunities for SMEs to export to customer worldwide, however this was not a reoccurring opportunity for the SMEs and not one they particularly pursued. Exporting the SMEs products/services worldwide was not frequent result in this study as it was not very applicable to the SMEs in the sample.

However, the result do comply with Lawrence (2002) who suggests that the internet allows SMEs to extend their geographic reach at little cost and that the internet allows SMEs to advance their productivity and refine their competitive edge. This is shown in the findings as the SMEs use the internet vastly in their research of potential clients and suppliers, as well as the many marketing approaches available through the internet such as social media. Without the internet, the SMEs would greatly struggle or be less time efficient in the research of competitors, suppliers and potential customers as the internet gives them the adequate tool to complete these tasks at great ease.

Racolta-Paina et. al. (2009) found that there were many advantages to SMEs using the internet, such as; no geographic borders, no limited costs and the opportunity to interchange huge amounts of information in real-time, any-time, with many people, at low costs. One of the SMEs in the sample clearly abides with this view as they state that the internet helped to extend their geographic reach.

It was found in a study by Franco et. al. (2014) that SMEs communicate their products essentially on internet sites. This was not the case in the findings of this study, again this is more probable because none of the SMEs in the sample were an e-commerce so had very different uses for the internet.










[bookmark: _Toc481582404]5.0 Conclusion

This chapter evaluates the conclusions and the recommendations which can be recognised on the literature review and the research findings.
The research attempts to identify the marketing activities of SMEs, what SMEs class as marketing activities and how SME rely on personal contact networking for their marketing activities.
The literature suggests that SME owner/managers emphasise the significance of promotion (Stokes, 2000), by the means of; ; their own website and other relevant websites, direct marketing that included emailing, creation and dissemination of promotional materials such as brochures, catalogues and business cards (Racolta-Paina et. al., 2009), and also use personal contact networking to enhance their marketing actitivites (Gilmore & Carson, 1999). 

The conclusion of this research study suggests that promotion is greatly used my SMEs through the means suggests by the literature and personal contact networking is greatly used by SME owner/managers for activities such as building relationships with customers, identifying customers and generating sales, recruiting labour and for market intelligence.

A divergence of the literature was found as the literature states that there is a lack of marketing awareness within SMEs which is key cause to failure (Murdoch et. al., 2001). However, two of the SME owner/managers in the study suggested that it is marketing that generates their leads and sales, so without this, they would be unable to sustain business.

Another divergence was the fact that the SME owner/managers considered marketing to be high on their list of priorities. This goes against the literature of Munro (1996) who suggests that marketing is commonly found to be bottom of the priority list for SMEs.

Also the literature states that SMEs are prone to be over-reliant on a small number of customers (Burns, 2001), however three out of the four SMEs in the sample were found not be over reliant on a small number of customers, this created a divergence from the literature.
[bookmark: _Toc481582405]5.1 Identify the Marketing Activities of SMEs

This objective was fulfilled within the interviews conducted in which, various marketing activities of SMEs were identified. 

All of the SMEs in the sample are using more internet marketing, especially social media, this supports the views of Nwankwo and Gbadamosi (2010) who suggest that SMEs are now utilising internet marketing in greater depth.

The SMEs in the study used marketing by use of their own website, brochures/magazines, leaflet drops, newspapers, emails and social media. This correlates with the research of Racolta-Paina et. al. (2009) who found in a study that promotion via the activities such as; websites, emailing and brochures. 
[bookmark: _Toc481582406]5.2 Analyse what SMEs Class as Marketing Activities

This objective was fulfilled within the interviews where SMEs owner/managers discussed what they believed to be marketing

The SME owner/managers focused greatly on the element of promotion which matches the literature of Reijonen (2010) who found in a study that in the theme of definitions of marketing, promotion was frequently mentioned and was seen as a vital method to generate sales.

The findings were in agreement with authors such as Stokes (2000) which suggested that SME owner/managers concentrate on promotion, and marketing activities are used with little attention made to plans, strategies and analysis, which contrasts from larger organisations, where marketing is formal, planned and well-structured. The SMEs in the sample use their marketing activities as a means of communicating with their customers and promotion of their products or services.
[bookmark: _Toc481582407]5.3 Evaluate the extent to which SMEs rely on personal contact networking for their marketing activities

This objective was met as it was found that personal contact networking was greatly used by SME owner/managers for activities such as building relationships with customers, identifying customers and generating sales, recruiting labour and for market intelligence.

The SMEs in the sample built relationships with customers with the aim of repeat business or referrals to new customers. The building of relationships with customers also lead to relationships moving from formal to informal. This match previous literature of Bayrus (1985) who suggests that SMEs spend time on building relationships with satisfied customers who then recommend to other potential customers.
The results also suggested that SMEs build relationships with customers to increase customer loyalty, this was especially clear in one of the SMEs who have customers who have been using the organisation for years. This matches the literature of Gummesson (1994) who suggests building relationships with customers generates customer loyalty and therefore retention and it also correlates with Jack et. al. (2010) who state that SMEs form closer relationships with customers than larger organisations.    

The SMEs in the sample all utilised the personal contact networks that they have to establish customers and sources of sales generation. Word-of-mouth was a key theme that strongly occurred throughout the interviews and it was found that the SMEs relied quite heavily on word-of-mouth. This matched literature from Burns (2007), O’Dwyer et. al. (2009) and Gilmore (2011) who suggest that SME use word-of-mouth as a usual source of new customers and that SME rely on word-of-mouth by always trying to maintain a good reputation. 
[bookmark: _Toc481582408]5.4 Recommendations

Further research should be conducted on a larger scale. This could be achieved by conducting more interviews with more SME owner/managers, also with a larger time frame so that more primary and secondary research could be achieved as SME marketing is such a vast subject. Research could also be done on a national scale, as SME from different geographic locations may alter the results. As well as on a national scale, SMEs from a range of international countries would also add a new aspect to the research. Also a study of quantative as well as qualitative data could be used to gain a more in-depth insight of SME marketing. 

Two of the SMEs in the study had recruited marketing specialists, this was due to the owner/manager not having the marketing expertise required for the firm. There was no correlation between size of the SME and reliance on the owner/managers marketing skills. This shows that even micro businesses can recruit a marketing specialist. However, due to limited resources this may not be possible for all SME’s however, a part time training course to increase marketing awareness may be an option for SMEs who rely on their owner/managers marketing activities. This would greatly increase the marketing capability of a firm, however, a limitation to this could be time constraints that are often found within SMEs. Finding time to participate in a course related activity may be a struggle for some SMEs.

The SMEs need to continue to make use of personal contact networking as it is a vital resource for SMEs for various reasons such as; generating sales and leads, recruiting labour and gaining marketing intelligence. Due to the limited resources at most SMEs, personal contact networking is a well suited tool for them to exploit and overcome their weaknesses challenged by limited growth conditions and larger resource-rich competitors (O'Dwyer, et. al., 2009).
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Key:
I= Interviewer
R= Respondent

I: so could you tell me a little bit about your personal background please?

R: Yes, so my background was predominantly in sales and marketing and I started in business within customer service/ sales roles etcetera and then developed a specialist sort of skill in online marketing and learnt that in an administrative role and then took them skills and developed into like a sales roles and then grew in that particular field and then took on business development roles and broadened my skills into all areas of sales etcetera and then came into the family business in 2010 and then took on the role of managing director in the family business from that point onwards.

I: Ok thank you, and could you tell me a little bit about the background or history of the company for me?

R: Yes, so the company was set up in 2007 by my father, he set it up with his business partner at the time who…they both had certain roles within the business, so my father too on more of a fitting and installations, more hands on role, and his business partner took on the business development/sales design aspect of (refers to company) and they grew the company for many years quite successfully and had quite quick growth in the first couple of years and then the recession hit and times got a little bit challenging in sort of 2009 and then my fathers business partner decided to leave the business at that point, which is when I then came on board, but the business has grown organically from that point onwards, and yes, has sort of tripled in size from that point.

I: Ok, and can you tell me about your current business situation or activities and how they may have changed?

R: Yes so predominantly started as a kitchen design and installation specialists business, but was fairly specialist in the market because it was a mid range product and was aiming at the mid market but also wanted to undertake the full project so would do everything from start to finish, project management etcetera, which is a little bit different from those around, the business has changed slightly in the sense that we have diversified a little bit and taken on different area such as bathrooms, bedrooms, etcetera when necessary for certain clients but also building work as well, we undertake more building work projects than we used to, some even as large as full extensions projects etcetera, which has just enabled us to grow our turnover, so activity wise its gone from kitchen design and installation through to encompassing a lot more within the home improvement market.

I: So can you tell me a little bit about your marketing activities please?

R: Yes, so we do quite a lot of marketing activities, we have got quite a broad spectrum of activities that we carry out so we have activities in I’d say four main areas, so we have offline advertising, so magazines adverts, leaflet drops etcetera, mail outs, letters etcetera. We also do quite a lot of online marketing, so social media, google ad words, we’ve optimized our website to appear in search engines and other social media, ‘Instagram’, ‘Pinterest’ and so on. We also do networking as well so business networking but also trying to maximise our own friends and family contacts etcetera, and we’ve done a lot of work within the showroom as well to promote the other products etcetera so trying to up sell and making people aware of sort of other things that are available to purchase throughout the process and try to get the customer spending more money, so the bulk of our activity, I would say the main budget is applied to the online marketing and the magazines as well cost as fair amount to do but we don’t do any form of trade shows or any events or anything locally , we just try and find ways of hitting homeowners in our geographic location.

I: Ok, do you use any mass promotion at all and if you do how have you found it compared to personal promotion?

R: So yes, in terms of mass promotion, we have done some blanket leaflet drops, so we have picked a geographic location in what we would classify as remit of the showroom and the area that we know existing customer have come from and just literally put letters or leaflets through the door and just sort of done a blanket mass campaign to a geographic location. We have also done mail outs to databases etcetera, but the response rate is a lot lower, thank slightly more personal targeted campaigns that we do, we find that with the mass promotion stuff it isn’t as targeted, you have got less things that you can choose from to target so i.e. with the mass promotions sometimes it could just be location or age or you know something like that, so it only ticks one of the boxes whereas other methods can tick a lot more boxes and get a better result.

I: Ok, how have you found building relationships with customer, things like that?

R: So yes, we like to try and keep in contact with customers as much as possible both in the quoting/sales process as well as afterwards as well when they are actually already a customer. It is a little bit more difficult for us because we are a one-off transaction business not many people come back and have a second kitchen, its happened once or twice but, not the norm, so we have to work hard at getting new customers in all the time but in terms of keeping in contact with previous customers, we send Christmas cards with updates about what we are doing and if the business is doing anything else that might be of interest to them, send them details of referral scheme so that they know that if they recommend friends they can get a little treat from us and we reward people who are referring people to our business and if we have got some interesting news or doing a promotion that would benefit existing customers we send something out to them but, yes it is quite difficult to stay in contact with old customer because we don’t really have a huge amount to say to them, they have already bought our product and there is not a lot else we can do, so that is quite difficult.

I: Ok, you mentioned earlier about networking, have you ever used that to sort of find out market intelligence, trends within the industry, anything like that?

R: Yes, I think in terms of networking we get a lot of reps coming to the showroom so, you know trade representatives from our suppliers etcetera, they are quite a useful source of information for market intelligence and taking the time to actually sit and chat with them and sort of you know network with them to get as much information as possible from them is always quite useful but there are events etcetera that are you know, I have been to where there are other people in the industry there and you can have a general chat about of sort of market intelligence and sort of having a chat with someone who mentions someone setting up a new showroom or mention that they heard that so and so is expanding into this area so yes, it is a really useful way of getting informal information that you can sort of use and prepare stuff.

I: Ok, and as well as that how else do you keep informed about the market?

R: Predominantly, using trade magazines, so I have got a monthly subscription to a trade magazine that gets delivered which has got a lot of industry news, there is a lot of websites available for general industry news etcetera that I subscribe too and just get the news feeds and so on and in terms of trends etcetera because we are in the design industry there is quite a lot on social media with different trends etcetera that you can subscribe too and follow and keep up to date.

I: Ok, and how would you say as a business do you identify your customers?

R: we have worked on this quite a lot over the years and we have basically just researched our existing customer database in quite a lot of detail to look at where do they live, what sort of demographic are they, so we look at age, the type of house they have got, their location, their buying trends, types of cars they have got, all these sorts of things and looking for any common trends you know through our customer database and just try to pull all that together really to create you know a set of targeted criteria that we then use to make decisions on where we market and what types of marketing we do, so if for example there is a local magazine that goes out on a particular area that we know is a great target for us because a lot of our existing customers have come from there, its quite a high end quality magazine, we would consider that because we know it ticks some of the boxes for our existing customers and who we have identified.

I: Ok, and how as a business do you generate your sales?

R: Our lead generation is through the variety of marketing activities that we do our sales are predominantly generated just through marketing activities, just getting people through the door and then converting them. We don’t have a lot of repeat business so the marketing is massively important for us to just keep them people coming through the door and converting it.

I: Ok, and how about raising capital?

R: It is not really something that we have needed to do, we had a business loan when the business first started, which helped set up the showroom and that was gained on the basis that there was a meeting with a bank manager, went through the business plan and there was some investment put into the business as well, by the owner but at that time that was enough to get the showroom up and running and then everything else has been organic growth so we haven’t really needed to raise anymore capital from opening.

I: Ok, how as a company have you found recruiting labour?

R: So office staff I found two main sources quite helpful, we use ‘Gumtree’ a lot to put out adverts which has been quite successful for both the marketing, finance and sales roles that we have had over the years and that has proved quite successful, and also we have used our existing employees to bring new employees to the business, so people they have worked with before, contacts they have got, so for example, our designer brought his wife on board, our installations manager suggested his daughter for the administrative role and that has worked really well for us so, that’s been the most productive forms for us.

I: Ok, have you found any significant events that have taken place in the market in the last couple of years at all?

R: Nothing really in the past couple of years, obviously going back quite a few years, the recession hit the business quite hard and we had to make quite a few changes and so on, something that I can see coming this year, we have a German range as one of our products and I think that might be effected slightly by Brexit, this year and I am not sure what is going to happen there, there is a little bit more uncertainty in the market because of some of the political changed that have happened this year, I think that’s one that if we are going to see any effect, it is probably going to be this year or the next twenty four months, but nothing major in the past couple of years.

I: Ok, and what are your goals and future plans for the business?

R: Just to continue with the organic growth really, we are looking to you know, get turnover up year on year, we are aiming for sort of 24%/25% growth year on year, with the current team that we have got and then I think ultimately looking to get the business in a position where it can sustain a certain turnover and then just work on getting the profits up basically, but you know no plans to sell it, I think we very much want to keep it as a family business and you know just continue to work on it for the foreseeable future.

I: And how do you plan to go about achieving these goals?

R: I think actually having plans is the number one starting point, it sounds a bit obvious but you got to know what you want to do before you can even think about how you are going to do it, but I think a very strong marketing plan to start at the beginning to get more customers in then just working on how they are going to be converted, just making sure that sales are up etcetera, and them just sort of you know making sure that that is followed through for the rest of the business but just making sure that you know what your targets are, how you going to achieve them by different strategies etcetera and making sure that you are monitoring how you are performing against your targets so you can make the relevant changes where needed. 

I: Ok, and as a business how have you found using the internet for your services?

R: Again it’s not… we are not an ecommerce business, so we don’t sell products over the internet but, it has enabled us to get enquiries from a bit further afield, we sold a kitchen to someone in the Falkland islands and had to ship that out to them and that was from an internet lead in terms of the source, so yes it has helped us dramatically on the marketing side of things but yes, it has helped us sort of you know increase our geographic range somewhat and has made things easier, definitely trying to find new suppliers and things like that obviously googling everything, so yes.

I: Ok, and how have you found overcoming competition, by things like differentiating your product or services, going into niche markets?

R: I touched on the fact we sort of brought in building work and bathrooms and bedrooms etcetera a bit earlier on and that is something that we definitely differentiated ourselves from over the past couple of years because we noticed that there were not a lot of people in the market place doing the full service so sort of… although it’s a lot more hard work, we took that and thought well, we can you know, win more business over our competition because that was… you know we did a bit of research and a people were wanting that full product service, the project management etcetera, so we have definitely differentiated in that way by adding the building work. We have got plans to differentiate into some of the other closely linked markets, more so than what we are doing now, i.e. the bathrooms, the bedrooms etcetera, and looking at other areas like flooring and boilers and some plumbing and heating and things like that, just sort of add-ons just to you know, increase turnover in small amounts but it all adds up, so yes that’s definitely something that we will look at over the coming years but yes I think we have to just increase and put more focus on our product offering and the full project management to stay ahead of the competition.

I: And over your years in the business have you found the business to be over reliant on a small number of customers?

R:  No, its not really something that is overly relevant to us because we are, 95% of what we do is to the public, we have a few developers that we work with but they don’t make up a large proportion of the business so we have always had actually quite a high turnover of customers and a high level of you know customers, in terms of numbers so, as it is a one off transaction that’s not really been relevant to us, I think if we grew the development side of the business or the contract side of the business, that’s when it can start to effect you if you have got one or two customers making up a huge amount of your turnover but that’s not really relevant to us at the moment.

I: Ok, and would you consider the business ‘lifestyle’ type of business or an ‘entrepreneurial’ type of business?

R: I think I was it to be an entrepreneurial style business so I want to continue to grow, I want the business to run without me, so it needs to be a sort of machine that can just you know grow and grow and has got the you know the management in place to be able to just continue to earn money for us and grow and become bigger and better, but I do have sort of a ceiling in mind as to how big I want it to get, if that makes sense, so I want more that just a lifestyle business because I don’t think you can truly escape from the business if it’s a lifestyle business because it will revolve heavily on me, so yeah definitely want to be able to grow it so I can then move on and do other things but it still be you k now profitable and you know make a lot of money.
I: Have you found the business to be reliant on yours or the owners marketing skills? 

R: in the early days, yes very much so because of it was just you know me doing those different marketing activity and you only know what you know and if your experience is a little bit limited in certain areas or certain fields etcetera then yes it is sort of reliant on you but we have developed it quite dramatically over the years and have got a very good system in place now for marketing so I am not as heavily involved in the day to day marketing anymore, it is more a strategy level so I will work with our marketing executive and I will give her direction on what we want to do and what we want to achieve and sort of set targets and strategies but then she will implement it, so yes it was reliant on me but I think its grown to the point now where it is actually more of a machine that works without me.

I: Ok, do you find, well we have spoken quite a lot about your marketing activities but where are they on your list of priorities, are they near bottom or…?

R: No, I would say they are very much at the forefront of what we do, I am a very firm believer in you know you have got to start with the marketing, that is what generates the leads, whatever form that comes in, whether that is networking or whether you don’t actually have a budget and are just doing picking up the phone yourself, its all still forms of marketing and that is essentially what drives the business forward, you cant grow unless you are doing marketing to generate new leads, so its very very much top of my priority list and would… yes would certainly be the last thing that I would stop if times ever got hard etcetera.

I: Ok, and can you tell me a little bit about how word of mouth has benefitted or not benefitted your business?

R: Oh its massive in our industry, because we are fitting new kitchens in peoples homes etcetera, their experience and how they find the whole process and whether they are pleased with the works that we have done, it just spreads like wildfire basically, so if they are very very happy with what we have done and over the moon then all of their friends and family come round, have a look at the new kitchen, its obviously the hub of the home, so it is really important for us and has actually now become our number one lead source for sales, so yes it is massively important for us that the customer is satisfied with everything that we are doing and is then passing on their experience to their friends and family and we actually created a referral scheme so we now have a set process that we promote to people and make people aware of and how they can be rewarded by actively and proactively recommending us and giving us reviews on social media, sending us pictures so that we can put them on our website etcetera so we make quite a big deal about the referral scheme and we found that we convert those leads a lot easier because it is always easier if someone’s come to you from recommendations, so we have identified that as a really key part of our marketing and lead generation.

I: Ok, and as a business do you partake in any social, business, or trade activities?

R: Not so much trade activities, I do something called action coach which has got a lot of business and some sort of social networking, which has been quite productive and you know helps me talk to like minded people either in the industry or just in business in general so that’s been quite helpful and I do that on a monthly basis, but yes not huge amounts really, either in or out of the business

I: Ok, and back to the topic of marketing, have you found it to be sort of experimental learning, especially like what you said about the early days?

R: Yes, the early days definitely because we were just doing what we were doing because we though that is what you should do and you know, you should have an ad in the yellow pages and you should have this that and the other but as we grew, we started putting a lot more focus on were people were coming from and now we have just got a very very slick process that measures exactly where all of our leads are coming from, where customers are coming from to the point of knowing how much each customer is spending, where they have come from, what are the best types of leads for us and really you know having granular information on the marketing activities and the lead sources that are actually working so we have actually saved a huge amount of our budget that we were spending in certain areas because we looked at the figures and thought well, we are spending £5000 on that particular thing and it hasn’t brought us any customers, but back in the early days I wouldn’t of had a clue about that, we just we not monitoring anything, so because now we ask everything single customer where they heard about us, that gets logged on the spread sheet, its all monitored and tracked from initial inquiry right through to sale, all of that information we’ve got available and can pin point exactly where our customers are coming from and what the best leads are so I don’t think that marketing should be experimental learning, I think when you are first starting off it is, just because of the lack of experience but the quicker you can get the processes in place to measure it, nothing should be experimental, it should all be fairly mathematical and black and white.

I: Ok, that will be all, thank you very much.

R: No problem. 
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[bookmark: _Toc481581102][bookmark: _Toc481582186][bookmark: _Toc481582269][bookmark: _Toc481582413]I: Ok, so could you tell me a little bit about your personal background please?

R: Personal background, well I left school when I was eleven, I didn’t really like school, or enjoy school too much and then just wanted to go into the family business really and that was it, saw my (refers to owner/manager) as like my role model, yes I wanted to be as quick as possible to get into the family business and then yes crack on, just went straight into full time work at eleven years old, and then been in the company ever since, over half my life now I am twenty two, nearly twenty three, over half my life working in fish and chips, started off out the back cleaning stuff, yes just started doing chips and stuff, potatoes and then I got a bit taller so I could see over the counter.

[bookmark: _Toc481581103][bookmark: _Toc481582187][bookmark: _Toc481582270][bookmark: _Toc481582414]I: So can you tell me a bit of background or history of the company?

R: Yes, so my (refers to owner/manager) started at 14, similar to me really started at a company called (refers to company), started as a chip boy out back, in London, they had quite a few shops round London, the London area and outskirts of London, and then worked his way up to server, and then fryer and then assistant manager and then he got the managers job, he was the manager of the shop in Ashford, Ashford Surrey, and then was there for a few years, he lived upstairs and couldn’t really go any further, worked his way up as far as he could, and thought like he was making all this money for this guy above me, the owner, why can’t I try have a go at this by myself and then went into partnership with the boss (refers to boss), and then that’s where (refers to shop) came about, went into partnership with Arthur, and then eventually bought Arthur out, bought Arthur’s half of the company out and then (refers to shop) was my (refers to owner/manager) and then I think it was about twelve years later, (refers to shop) came along, which my (refers to owner/manager) didn’t really want, he just didn’t really want to expand any more, he was just happy in that one shop, but my mum saw the potential in (refers to shop), my (refers to owner/manager) was like that’s never going to work, that’s like not even a mile down the road you know, two chip shops that close together, how is that going to work, but my mum persuaded him and yes went for it, that was in the year 2000 and then about eleven years later in West End, (refers to shop) came along, again my (refers to owner/manager) was not too sure about that but me and (refers to owner/manager) were keen to go for that one and then two years ago (refers to shop) in Fair Oak came along. My (refers to owner/manager) was a little bit more enthusiastic, he is a little more into that last one, I think he saw the potential, because of where it was situated and saw that you know, all the houses they are building, going up around it and then yeah, you know it is going from strength to strength that shop, it is going really good.

I: Ok, good, what is your current business situation and activities and how have they sort of changed over the years?

R: Well my (refers to owner/manager) opened (refers to shop) in 1988, so you know, no Facebook, or no social network of any kind back then so we have had to get more into that now, more into radio advertising, newspaper advertising, we never had any menus or anything like that, that’s only something that has come about in the last five or six years really menus, what else… sort of personalised uniforms, you know the brand, our logo things like that, we have had to get all of that now, just going for the more professional touch now, you’ve got too really, just putting your brand out there and obviously the car, the chip mobile we have got that now, I think just spending a little bit more and yeah just not staying comfortable, always going for that little bit more.

I: Ok and what are your current marketing activities, or what do you use, how do you advertise, things like that?

R: Like I said, we are more into social network and trying competitions with that, get people sharing and liking the page for a couple of free meals or just advertise a special offer, if you mention this code, two fish and chips for a little bit cheaper, leaflet drops with a couple of vouchers and a menu, Christmas cards around Christmas time, we give out every Christmas with a little thank you, thank you for your custom throughout the year and then free vouchers to use in our quieter months, January and February, we do that every December, what else really…. Radio advertising, newspaper, the company car, the sign written car, what else… suppose that is it really.

I: Ok, and I want to talk about how you use personal contact networking, so have you got any networks in the industry, other shops, suppliers, and how do you use them to find out the trends and the gossip in the industry, things like that?

R: Yes, where (refers to owner/manager) has been in the trade for forty years now, he knows a lot of people round this area, around the London area, friends and people that have gone into to work with different food suppliers, so you build up this friendship with them and where we are speaking to them, you know speaking to a different supplier each day really and you know if you hear of anything going up can you let us know, if you get any cheap stock or maybe some stock that has got a best before date, a few weeks, we can try shift it, obviously with the four shops, we can shift stuff quite quick and obviously with the four shops now we have got a lot more buying power, instead of buying like you know enough fish for one shop for a week, we can times that by four and obviously that affects the price quite a lot, which helps, same with everything really, potatoes, drinks, yes and obviously speaking to different people in different shops, what potatoes are you using? what fish are you using? is it any good? Stay away from it? Have you heard of anything going up or coming down? 

I: Ok, and do you find that you build relationships with customers and that might lead to them telling their friends to come and things like that?

R: Yes, try build up customer relations as much as possible really, got customers that have been using us for years and years now and you know each other’s names, they know a little bit about your background, you know a little bit about their background, you know their family and what they are doing at the weekend, yes it is nice and I have got one gent that has been using us for about ten years on a Saturday and every now and then we go out for lunch, he comes out to lunch with the family, he hasn’t got anyone, any family round him, and he comes in and he is always looking forward to it, he is always saying ‘when can we go out again, when can we go out again?’ that’s his highlight you know and he hasn’t got any family or friends around him so it is nice to be seen like that you know, he see’s us as his only friends really, and we are just his local chip shop, and yes a lot of it is word of mouth as well you know, people enjoy their food they tell others, and if they don’t, they tell others, so we want them obviously to tell people the good stuff and then with the functions you know we do the large orders and deliveries for big parties, functions, we like to be you know one of their first things that pop into their heads for when they think of catering, so they might be a regular customer and think ‘oh I have got a 50th birthday coming up, what better to do than have some fish and chips delivered’ so it is nice to be considered for that or a couple of our regular customers get married and had us cater for their wedding, deliver fish and chips for their wedding, I think it was something like 180 or 200 fish and chips not so long ago for one of our regular customers, when it comes to a big birthday and they are holding a party we want to be considered for catering for it you know and hopefully you know you build up this friendship you know as soon as they think catering we want them to think of us and come to us and come get a quote off of us and we can usually be quite competitive in comparison to everywhere else.

I: We talked about earlier about you and your (refers to owner/manager) knowing a lot of people in the industry so you can find out what has been going on, what other ways have you got of knowing what is going on, is there like a trade magazine that comes round or anything like that?

R: Yes, you get… there is a magazine that comes out once a month, ‘Fish Fryers Review’, yes so just covering everything fish and chips really, new products, shows that are coming up, equipment for sale, people looking for jobs, that’s a monthly magazine, and then you get suppliers, suppliers give out their magazine as well, normally monthly with special offers, new products again, all suppliers have twitter accounts as well now, Facebook accounts, so we follow them on there, just letting you know what is going on.

[bookmark: _Toc481581104][bookmark: _Toc481582188][bookmark: _Toc481582271][bookmark: _Toc481582415]I: Ok, how do you go about recruiting your labour then?

[bookmark: _Toc481581105][bookmark: _Toc481582189][bookmark: _Toc481582272][bookmark: _Toc481582416]R: Recruiting staff?

[bookmark: _Toc481581106][bookmark: _Toc481582190][bookmark: _Toc481582273][bookmark: _Toc481582417]I: Yes

R: A lot of it is sort of friends of staff that we already have, always asking if we have got work, asking if any of your mates are looking for jobs, that’s how sort of servers come around really or put a sign up advertising in the window, you get a few people come in, you can start them of a trial and then hopefully you might get a good one out of three or four, for full timers, fryers, we are looking to advertise a little bit bit now for that, like Gumtree or social media, (refers to local newspaper) we advertised in a couple of times just because you are looking for a little bit more experience if possible in fish and chips, the chances of your current staff knowing someone in that field is quite slim, so yes, we are finding Gumtree at the moment really good for staff, get quite a lot of responses on there.

I: Can you think of any sort of events that have taken place in the market in the last couple of years that have effected you in any way?

R: Not really, no, Brexit was sort of, we looked into how that was going to affect us before obviously we voted and different things and they said it was going to effect the fish, the fish is going to rocket, it is going to double, there is not going to be as much of it, not much choice, but at the moment, nothing has effected us with that, nothing else really.

I: And what are your goals and future plans for the business?

[bookmark: _Toc481581107][bookmark: _Toc481582191][bookmark: _Toc481582274][bookmark: _Toc481582418]R: The business itself?

[bookmark: _Toc481581108][bookmark: _Toc481582192][bookmark: _Toc481582275][bookmark: _Toc481582419]I: Yes.

R: Long term really we would like to be franchised across the south coast, and maybe even further, looking for shops all the time, and offering the franchise opportunity to our current managers, it is sort of as a bit of an incentive if you like, so they do not see it as a dead end job, like (refers to a manager) he’s manager of (refers to shop) he just started off as a server, now worked his way through the ranks, and manager of ‘(refers to shop) and now potentially in the next couple of years could own his own fish and chip shop, but you want to see it as a career path if you like, not just something to do and earn a little bit of extra money, like you know want to offer that incentive, it is not for everyone, you know your 16 year old potato boy doesn’t want to own his own fish and chip shop, he is not interested in that, he want to go to college, university and you know go else where but that is fair enough you know, it is not for everyone, just because you work for us does not mean you have got to own your own chip shop, it is not for everyone but yes it is nice to have that I think, if you are a manger, you know I could one day have my own business.

I: Yes, so how do you want go go about achieving these goals, what is the next step that you can take to get towards them?

R: Well at the moment we are just sort of looking into the franchise route, really how to go about it, you know we are trying to do it so they haven’t got to come up with too much money, they haven’t got to come in with too much money or any money, start off maybe as a small shareholder and then as time goes on if they can save more money, maybe take on half the business and then the goal is for them to buy all the shares from us, but we are still looking into things, you know is there going to be an ongoing fee? A monthly fee? A percentage of some sort? Takings? Because obviously if it is a busy shop, we would still like to be involved somehow, how it works out best for both parties so they are not feeling their… they are still getting something out of it, getting a good wage, running their own business and then we can still be involved a little bit as well.

I: How as a business have you started using the internet and what sort of things do you use it for?

[bookmark: _Toc481581109][bookmark: _Toc481582193][bookmark: _Toc481582276][bookmark: _Toc481582420]R: how do we use the internet?

[bookmark: _Toc481581110][bookmark: _Toc481582194][bookmark: _Toc481582277][bookmark: _Toc481582421]I: Yes.

[bookmark: _Toc481581111][bookmark: _Toc481582195][bookmark: _Toc481582278][bookmark: _Toc481582422]R: For like advertising?

[bookmark: _Toc481581112][bookmark: _Toc481582196][bookmark: _Toc481582279][bookmark: _Toc481582423]I: Or anything, you mentioned earlier you use social media, or your website?

R: Yes, advertising, little competitions we do, you know trying to get people to look at our website or like our page, just get people sharing stuff, offer out a voucher of some sort or, a couple of free meals. The internet is handy too for looking at the competition as well, which we do quite often, I am one for always seeing what the other shops are doing locally, are we in line? Are we falling behind? Are we too far in front? You know special offers that other companies do you can see online and you can get ideas from it you know, even not necessarily for fish and chips, you know it could be a high street super market, something like that or a high street chain or shop, local shop reviews, if someone really compliments something you think oh yes what a good idea to do that you know and we try look at that.

I: So yes what other things do you use the internet for, we mentioned earlier we were speaking about ‘Trip Advisor’ and ‘Google Reviews’ and that?

R: Yes, ‘Trip Advisor’ is, it can be very good, but it can be also bad as well, if you get someone go on there and completely slate you and whatever, it can put a lot of customers off, but if you… it is so annoying as well when we first took over (refers to shop) in Fair Oak, we had two or three dodgy reviews then, ‘oh they have changed things’, ‘they have changed the burgers’, ‘they have done this, they have put the prices up’, and it was all lies, there was not anything they said in the reviews that was true, we hadn’t changed anything, everything had stayed exactly the same for that reason, we did not want any bad press, bad reviews, so that was annoying, you know you get bad reviews, and you have not done anything wrong and it is very rare that that you get… it is nice when some one goes on there and writes a good review because they are quick enough to go on there and write a bad review but it takes at little bit more effort and it is nice to be appreciated to go on there and write a good review about something, we only have two of our shops on ‘Trip Advisor’.

[bookmark: _Toc481581113][bookmark: _Toc481582197][bookmark: _Toc481582280][bookmark: _Toc481582424]I: So how do you overcome your competition?

R: Just trying to be a little bit better really, better around really, you know like going the extra mile, being a little bit more friendlier, obviously above all better products, as best as we can, yes a little bit more friendlier with customers, a little bit more chattier, make the customer feel a bit more welcome like they are your friend, yes just generally all round really, just trying to not necessarily pricing, we do not like to get into competition with pricing, we already know we are a little bit more expensive than the average chip shop, you can go to a rough area in Southampton and get fish and chips for a bit cheaper, but you know, can you enjoy it as much as ours you know, we know we are a better product than theirs, it is up to the customer if they want to go save a pound or two and have a meal that is not quite as nice you know. And national competitions as well, (refers to shop) in Fair Oak is the top 20 in the UK, we always usually finish sort of top 50, our four shops usually finish top 50 in the UK year in year out, other chip shops never really seem to bother with anything like that, don’t really seem interested, so that is all good advertising, good publicity as well.

[bookmark: _Toc481581114][bookmark: _Toc481582198][bookmark: _Toc481582281][bookmark: _Toc481582425]I: Do you find yourselves to be over reliant on a small number of customers?

R: Certain customers daily, one customer spending two or three pound a day, does not really effect us but if you get obviously a larger number number of them it does, if you get a regular customer spending twenty pound a week, that is obviously over one thousand pound a year, if you get ten of those or twenty of those obviously it adds up, it is a big chunk, but yes, we would not really notice a small customer spending you know, minimal amounts weekly because you know each week you are going to get maybe ten or twenty new customers try and then hopefully will become regular customers so you know every week you are trying to improve on the week before.

[bookmark: _Toc481581115][bookmark: _Toc481582199][bookmark: _Toc481582282][bookmark: _Toc481582426]I: Yes, do you think the business is ‘lifestyle’ business or an ‘entrepreneurial’ business?

R: I think probably years and years ago when (refers to owner/manager) first started in ’88  it was probably a ‘lifestyle’ business for him, because he was on his own, he did not have me, he did not have (refers to owner/manager), it was just him and a couple of staff around him, and obviously my Granddad helped out, but as we have got bigger now, me and (refers to owner/manager) a little bit more involved, and more staff, I think it has probably gone entrepreneurial business now, trying to push it a little bit more and getting a little bit bigger all the time, yes and you know there is no limit really, yes but I think like ten chip shops down the line, I do not think we will ever be contest, until me and (refers to owner/manager) are ready to retire, or even maybe our kids will want to take it on.

I: Do you find that you are reliant on you know like yours and the managers and (refers to owner/manager) and your (refers to owner/manager)’s marketing skills to do all this advertising and things like that?

R: I would probably say me, (refers to owner/manager) and (refers to owner/manager) are the forefront I suppose yes, but then the staff often managers look to have their say as well, the manager of (refers to shop), (refers to manager), he is in charge of the ‘Twitter’ account at (refers to shop), the ‘Facebook’ account down there, yes we are always willing to listen for ideas for advertising, some might think outside the box and come up with something you know that we didn’t even think or realise, so yes always open for ideas from that.

I: With your marketing activities and your advertising, is that a priority or is it just bottom of the list, when you have got time to do it, you will do it?

R: I would say, well we are always looking really, we never stop looking for ways we can advertise, always you know the next, sorting out the next menu and looking for the next leaflet drop or the next article that we can do, always looking for a local charity that we can help out, which is giving back to the community, which is all good press as well and good publicity, yes you can never stop really, I do not think we will ever be happy, sometimes you can get a little bit comfortable and a couple of months go past and we have not done anything, we have not advertised or we have not a leaflet drop, a menu drop, any vouchers of some sort. I am looking at the moment, obviously I was sat in work on Wednesday and I was just drawing up myself a lunchtime special voucher, so I can give out to local shops around us in the village, I just want to get like fifty printed off and just give them around just to help boost the lunchtimes, just a little voucher for lunchtime specials, I was just at work the other day myself. 

[bookmark: _Toc481581116][bookmark: _Toc481582200][bookmark: _Toc481582283][bookmark: _Toc481582427]I: Do you, as a company attend any exhibitions or trade shows, things like that?

R: Yes, you get exhibitions and trade shows probably once every three or four months or so, if they are local to us and we can get there then we will go, or if you are looking for something in particular, a couple of years back we were looking for a couple of new chippers, so we knew that this fryer was going to be at the trade show, and we went there and because we wanted I think it was two or three, we could really negotiate on the price, and yes ended up getting a pretty good deal, so it is handy for things like that, yes if you are not really looking for anything as such, yes it is more of just a day out really you know like going to see some new products, if you are going and looking for a new range or something like that, yes definitely, definitely go.

I: Do you find that the marketing that you use at the company, is it experimental learning, you know, learning what works and what does not as you go along?

R: Yes, definitely, we are always looking to try something different and you learn by your mistakes and learn by things that have worked, (refers to local newspaper) for example, is probably one of the most expensive to advertise, and is really not working for us, we do not know why, but we have put vouchers in, you know, good vouchers and advertisement in time and time again but we never really get that many back, you know if any, and it is really expensive of the amount of advertisement you can get else where on maybe radio adverting or a leaflet somehow, yes in comparison it is really not worth it so yes that is a big learning curve there, but yes definitely always looking to try something different yes, different local magazines, you always new local magazines and we always try them once just so you know. 
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I: Ok, so can you tell me a little bit about your personal background please?

R: I come from a cricketing background, played professional cricket for twelve years, once I finished playing cricket, I set up a coaching business, which we ran for three or four years, built up to a stage, sold it to the local first class county and I moved into that job for three months to set it up and then left to set up another cricket academy in Dubai and after six months returned back to the UK to run a sportsman charity, which is where I am at the moment.

I: Ok, and can you tell me a little bit of background or history about that company please?

R: The foundation is two years old, it was two years old in January, and we basically represent a very well know sports star, (refers to sportsman) and we basically look to raise money and deliver on a couple of objectives that we have and we support an eye cancer charity and we design and create our own projects to deliver with sport and education to improve sport and education is at the forefront of what we are trying to do.

I: Ok, can you tell me the current situation that business and the activities you do and how they have changed over them two years? 

R: Yes, so when started out we used to… we did various different events that included (refers to sportsman) going into schools for example who would deliver a day’s worth of master classes and have a fundraising event in the evening whether that be a cheese and wine night which involved a Q & A with (refers to sportsman), we had an actually fundraising dinner but people donated to take part in the master classes and then we marketed to the parents to come in the evening and buy tickets to the Q & A or the dinner. We’ve kind of gone away from that a little bit to have more generic sort of fundraising dinners, so we had a gala dinner, we have a golf day, we have a fundraising bike ride and we tend to do them on an annual basis, the dinner is every two years and then the money we raise from that either goes to our sport and education projects which we have done three of now, two abroad and one in the UK and then we this year we have got a much more focus on (refers to charity), which is like I said our sports charity, we are going to be hopefully funding a new member of staff for them, assisting with their office and their overheads and also giving them some of the resources from our team.

I: Ok, can you tell me about the marketing activities within the company?

R: Yes, I’d say there are probably two fold marketing activities are fairly standard with regards too putting on an event, having to market that event, generate awareness to actually sell tickets to them or places for the bike ride, we have a very heavy focus on social media, purely because we have the ability to use (refers to sportsman) social media so he’s got three and a half million followers on Twitter, three point two million on Facebook, and nearly nine hundred thousand now on Instagram so we use a lot more content marketing then any sort of standard marketing, with regards to flyers and emails, we do a little bit of that as well but most of our stuff is to do with interviews with (sportsman) or videos with him or videos with people we have worked with before and trying to cross pollinate through him and other people that take part in our other events i.e. we’ve had (refers to celebrity) do part of the entertainment for the dinner, so he sent out a tweet for us, and those are the areas we focus on rather than getting something in the paper or something else like that, we do email campaigns, to our database that has been built up now from people who have attended events in the past and we use ‘LinkedIn’ as well. That’s quite a big one for us.

I: Ok, and as a company have you use personal networking at all?

R: Yes, I suppose that’s our main thing, we go too… we get invited other golf days, other gala dinners, we try interacting with our business partners and give them opportunities to get involved in the projects and that’s not just sponsoring it then leaving it alone, they get involved and we have unique activation’s for them on projects, so they come and deliver some of the sessions themselves, they can come and meet the kids. We build quite strong relationships through that, so we do get repeat business from people that have supported our projects in the past which is great but its also a good way of meeting new clients in regards to sponsorship and like I said we go to golf days and we use (refers to sportsman) heavily in that as well whenever he goes to play in anything, his current cricket teams, we go and meet various people, various different players to try and open up networks and I’d say with the social media and using our networks in that way, are the two main ways we sell or generate awareness for the foundation.

I: Ok, and would you say that is the main way you generate your sponsorship and your sales equivalent?

R: Yes, absolutely, it has been in the past, we have opened up, well we are trying to open up a different market through more, the sort of more generic way of going through the cold calling, going on ‘LinkedIn’, trying researcher people’s CSR objectives and see if they match up with what we are looking to achieve and then we try to find as many contacts as possible an opening email, followed by a call, so a bit more of a cold opening to those people and we have started doing that now because our current database is only so big so we get some good traction from that but to sell out events and to get sponsorship for certain new events we need to make sure that we are opening new doors really so we have started doing that but again that’s making a phone call to a contact that’s well known if they have worked with any body closely and stuff like that but trying to match up their CSR objectives with ours is a good way being able to put quite a structured proposal to them I suppose 

I: Yes, Ok, and how as a company have you found raising capital?

R: We haven’t necessarily needed to raise capital I suppose in the true sense of investment because we are not looking to expand outside of what we do, but if you look at it from a fundraising perspective, that’s what we do whole heartedly so we do the events and we do… like I said we sell tickets or places in events that we are running and we sell sponsorship on top of that. We have also tried to open up selling caps or t-shirts, we are just designing some new golf products, so again we try to infiltrate that market through slightly different way instead of to a blanket email or some marketing in a golf magazine, we’ll try and create awareness through selling a golf cap to that market or creating a head cover with our logo on and those kind of things so that’s how we’ve trying to get awareness through that really.

I: Ok, as a company how have you found recruiting labour?

R: Probably from a personal perspective, on our projects its been fairly easy because of my background, my previous job has been cricket coaching

I: So through your personal networking you found that very useful?

R: Yes, for sure, certainly when we have done cricket projects, which we have done three so… and we’ve… one to find the venue we are going to host it at, i.e. (refers to a college) where we did our UK project, we’ve then gone within that business to recruit people who will deliver educational side of things, which is probably slightly outside of my personal network but within the guys that I either play with or coached with soon as I finished playing that was where I always went to back to, to recruit people and my personal opinion on that is that I recruit people that I know rather than going out and recruiting through a recruitment agency or kind of doing it blind, I always try to go to people I know just because I find the element of trust there straight away rather than somebody I don’t know, which has its benefits and downfalls but that’s just the way that I do it.

I: Ok, and has there been any significant events that have taken place in the market in the last couple of years that have effected you?

R: Yes, (refers to sportsman) got dropped from the England team, I suppose that’s mainly outside the market, but he is our market so that had a huge impact on us, probably more negative than anything, certainly in the UK, I think that the way things were reported on him, his reputation was damaged and you kind of isolate a certain group of people that don’t particularly like him, even though its charitable stuff, they still don’t support it, so I suppose that’s the biggest thing that has impacted us, if (refers to sportsman) was still playing for England, our job raising funds and having support of the ECB would be a lot easier, we have tried to build those bridges a little bit but we don’t work with them at the moment so that’s probably outside of anything that’s happened in the news. The Brexit side of things which doesn’t really effect us, but saying that people are being more careful with their money so I suppose sponsorship isn’t as easy to find but I’d say that has been the biggest thing that has happened, that was literally as we started, it had the biggest impact really

I: Ok, and what are the goals and future plans for the business?

R: I think we want to get a set amount of events planned out over the next three to five years and to hit a revenue target to make sure we can confidently basically run at a split of 25% and 25% with regards to overheads spend on events for fundraising and a 50% spend on projects, that’s where we want to get to as soon as possible, doing that by two or three events a year and a few other little fundraising exercises but that’s where I think we want to get to and I don’t think it will potentially be something that grows anymore than that, from a personal perspective, we will then look to recruit another sportsman and do a similar thing for him, I don’t think necessarily a sportsman’s charity can grow to big because it always needs them and they are very busy people so it has a kind of shelf life but with regards to doing a bigger business you go to another sportsman and another sportsman

I: Ok, so to achieve these goals you would have to recruit more sportsman for it to enable to grow and to continue growing the business

R: Yes, I think so yes. From an individual’s foundation point of view our goals are quite clear in the fact that we want to get to a stage where we are comfortable raising that amount of money and we are comfortable with the amount of money we want to offer to (refers to charity) and to spend on our own things and outside of that from a business perspective or a consultancy that may run that, yes we need to go to other people and other areas of business in the sports world. That’s a slight step away at the moment, the focus is the foundation.

I: Ok, and you mentioned earlier about the use of social media and things like that, how else do you use the media… sorry the internet?

R: We have our own website so we have news articles that go on there, again its just a bit of a tick box for us, its not a huge priority, like I said the social media side of it and the data that we capture on projects is always used on our social media, so with regards to the internet its just researching companies, looking for the CSR stuff we don’t necessary push stuff out on to the internet in the conventional ways really and we do some paid media but again that all goes back to social media, its not the usual marketing, we do very little SEO stuff, we don’t use any of those channels really because its just not worth it and we look to spend as little as possible on marketing and apart from the paid media, then really our marketing budget is little its really small.

I: Ok, and have you found the internet useful in extending your geographic reach, you know, reaching people all around the world essentially, you were saying earlier you did some projects abroad?

R: yes, absolutely, when we have done stuff in Dubai, we have managed to get a report on our social media demographic and it does reach into a number of different countries, so we have focused on those countries when we have gone to select teams to take part in our projects which subsequently means its slightly easier to then activate with the sponsors from them countries or companies that we know that are going to be interested, we then go to the countries that are heavily based around (refers to sportsman) social media reach and then we go and approach companies from that, so all that stuff comes from information that we have got from the internet, like I said earlier, we are having to research companies CSR objectives through their website, through ‘LinkedIn’, anything like that.

I: Ok, and have you come across any competition where you have had to overcome to get all these people over to your gala dinners and golf days and things like that and if you have, how have you gone about doing things differently and beating that competition?

R: Certainly with our events because there is lots of events out there, loads of golf days, loads of charity bike rides, certainly it seems this year, as soon as you put a bike ride on, you realise how many there are around, so it has to be unique in certain ways, obviously our biggest selling point is the fact that (sportsman) will be there, he can pull in a lot of his contacts and friends to make sure that people have a unique experience i.e. with a ride they will get to ride with him and four or five of the high list celebrities for three days. We have tired to make the route that we take Nottingham to Southampton to London, although that is not an overly exciting route, it means something with regards to why we are doing it and what we are doing and then the other reason is obviously why we do it, and with the eye cancer having a very emotion tie to that, we just haven’t selected a charity… we have selected a charity but its been through a very personal link to (refers to sportsman), so it is quite emotive when we can put some content on when we put it out we find that it is very emotional and it does get people bought into what we are doing.

I: Ok, with gathering these people to provide your funding for these fundraisers, do you find you are over reliant on a small number of people to provide these or are you constantly getting new people in and these additional celebrities to promote it?

R: Yes, I think that’s really organic because when we started we did go to the same people to go right, we are have a golf day, we are having a gala dinner, the two events were close together as well so it kind of just worked that we would market to both of the events to everybody and subsequently as soon as you get some interest on there, there’re always your focus for the next event so it has been quite small but we are looking to grow that through doing different events so we’ve done a gold day and a gala dinner, so we are looking to activate a different market now completely with regards to the cycling market which is huge, its really trendy, trendy area so we are working with a number of companies who are very well established in that business to spread our wings whether it is be social media influence or a network which have got a lot of ‘YouTube’ followers, there a global cycling network for example with over a 100,000 subscribers on that so we are going look to work with them to create a lot of fun training content for the next few months with (refers to sportsman) involved, so ultimately to begin with yes, we went to (refers to sportsman) personal contacts and personal businesses and sponsors who had been involved in his career which are fairly small but now as we have progressed on and through those networks and events we have been too and doing slightly different events we are growing that… and like I say social media, ‘LinkedIn’ and going to events have been the main way we have done that. 

I: Ok, do you find with your marketing activities, you are reliant on, as a manager of your skills of marketing? 

R: No, it was an area that was the first person that I recruited, was somebody who came into the marketing department, so certainly not my personal skills and we also work with two companies who are very specific, it always goes back to social media, ones a social media reporting business, so they look at the ‘Facebook’ posts, tweets that go out and our link to the people that are involved whether that be somebody who supported a project and we have activated on, we want to report back of the evaluation of the coverage we have given them, both in social media and other forms of media but… yes so its been certainly not reliant on my skills because I recruited in that area because that’s not my strength, so yes, social media reporting and we also get somebody who puts our content together, because content marketing, I found certainly with the stuff we do is a lot stronger than any kind of TV adverts, any sort of magazine stuff, we don’t do any of that stuff, we don’t send any flyers out, we only send e-flyers out, so we do email campaigns, but like I said they are really low cost forms of marketing, yes ultimately, not on my skills set, no.

I: Ok, so we spoke about your marketing activities quite a lot, would you say they are quite high on your list of priorities in the business?

R: Yes, because ultimately our business runs on getting people to events, so the marketing has to link in with the sales but also sponsorship activation is such a big thing for us, so we have to push stuff out, have channels to do so and engage with our audience , so marketing is they way we do that, so yes its very high on our agenda .

I: Ok, that will be all for today, thank you.  
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I: Can you tell me a little bit about your personal background please?

R: Yeah, I am from the cricketing industry, played cricket for twelve years, first class level and then I had a cricket coaching business, were we interacted and coach for a number of schools in a certain region, as well as commercial coaching courses and went to work in Dubai after that to set up a cricket academy there and came back and started a business call (refers to company) which is predominantly around sports tours to Dubai and Spain and focuses generally on work with schools and commercial tours as well

I: and what is the current business situation and activities and how they may have changed?

R: We started doing some social tours actually back to Dubai, got to know the Dubai area fairly well and knew there was a market for very high end tours there that included incorporating sporting events, whether they’d be cricket matches, or rugby games, golf tournaments as well as playing golf, going out on boats, quite luxurious things. So we started and we ran a couple of those and then started to get some enquiries in regards too school sports tours and ultimately that’s what we now do and we are into about the second year of business and we’ve just completed two school tours to Dubai now and we are look to expand that to…they were both with cricket teams, we are looking to expand into different sports and into a number of different schools

I: Ok, and can you tell me your marketing activities within the business

R: Yes, very much driven towards independent schools, so we have built up a database of directors of cricket or directors of sport or preferably both at a lot of schools and we market to them through emails and calls and have regular meetings with them to discuss what their sports tour plans are, its generally a 18 month to two year lead time between making contact with them and actually delivering the tour so its quite a long process so marketing can be fairly conventional, in regards to the magazines that go round to independent schools. We do market to state schools, but not as a, our priority is definitely independent schools because of price point of our tours and where we go, we do a little bit to Spain, but mainly to Dubai, so the price point is quite high, so yeah there is independent magazines that go out, emails, we do news letters that go out to independent schools, just letting them know what we are currently doing and social media we are looking to build that up as much as possible with fairly innovative content during our tours that we have done, with interviews with the kids, anything like that when we can get some kind of market research from them and some input from them from the tours and what they thought of them.

R: And could you tell me how or if, you have used personal contact networking within your marketing activities?

I: Yeah definitely for my coaching business I built up a huge database of contacts of schools in the south part of that business we were going to set up a national coaching business so we did a lot of… we did a feasibility report, to report on whether that was possible, talked about joining another company but during that whole process we then got links into a lot of the schools around the country, so had built up that database over time, also a lot of people who I played cricket with and against, on the first class circuit are now holding positions because of my sort of age and the era I played in, most of them have retired or finished playing and a lot of them hold director of cricket roles or director of sports roles at a lot of the independent schools so just speaking to them from contacts over ‘Facebook’ or ‘LinkedIn’ or just giving them a call, having a catch up with them and then that’s a really good way into schools

R: So you would sort of start of with the social side of networking and then that would move within to business and industry networking?

I: Yes, definitely, I find that with the people that we are dealing with tend to be either, big sports fans or ex sportsman, the social route is always the best, it’s the kind of trust that you’ve already built up over time, they know what you do, you may have been out for dinner with them and you know them and its an easy way in, so it’s a really strong route for us.

I: Ok, and do you use networking to sort of find out market intelligence, to know when you’ve got some new competitors arising, anything like that?

R: Yes, its not a huge market in the UK, there is a couple of people who are doing a lot, (refers to competitor) are our biggest competitors, who my business partner used to work for, so we have very, its very easy to find out they are doing, with regards to people coming doing new things, I suppose its just doing the research of what sports tours are currently out there, we do that for our price points, we are doing its for our competitors analysis, but its not a very big market, so it’s a quite a small area.

R: Ok, and how do you keep informed on the market, because I’m presuming there’s not sort of magazines that focuses on that market or anything like that 

I: No, contact with the schools, I think, what they are looking to do and where they have been, if its not been with you, what are the good things, what are the bad things they have done, what areas they are looking to go into maybe in the future and just constant communication with those guys as well as doing follow up debriefs with the schools that have been on our tours, I think that’s quite a good area to get some positive and maybe some constructive criticism from as well.

R: Ok, and how do you identify these customers other than just being independent schools?

I: Cricket clubs are another, our focus has been on school tours but we also look at cricket clubs and potential social tours for them but outside of the schools, the independent schools, other than potentially looking at our competitors and who they’ve worked with, and going and speaking with those people, we don’t really go outside of that at the moment.

I: Ok, and how do you go about generating sales?

R: Generally we use a newsletter, which is linked into a email flyer, that’s followed up by a call, we will subsequently try to get a meeting in and go and… its quite a long process from start to finish, with regards to actually talking through what they want, there’s always a number of different amendments that are made to any kind of proposal, it is quite a laborious process, getting from point of contact to sale, but generating sales, we use a little but of social media but then it is direct email or calling to clients.

I: Ok, and how do you go about raising capital?

R: We haven’t had any investment and its not really an area that we are looking at, at the moment, so we haven’t really done that.

I: Ok, what about recruiting your labour?

R: Again very much from our social networks, myself and my business partner have been in the cricket industry for a number of years, he’s been in this industry for three or four years in the events based industry and I’ve in the cricket industry so we go to the guys we’ve played with, coached with or been coached by, again its very… we speak to the guys who you know that are going to deliver good products, so its people that we have worked with before, we very rarely go outside of that to new people through an agency or anything like that

R: Ok, and can you think of any significant events that have taken place in the market in the last couple of years or so?

I: Yes, Brexit and all the stuff that is happening with the economy has quite badly and negatively affected us, due to the exchange rate, two years ago compared to now, the Durham, which is the Dubai currency has gone up by 25%, so our costs have gone up by 25% and what we can charge hasn’t, so we have had to look to reduce prices in other areas, sorry costs in other areas, without subsequently having to be able to spend more so that’s been the biggest thing that’s affected our margin in the business 

I: Ok, what are your goals and future plans for the business?

R: Focus on incoming tours, so we need to try build some relations with people in other countries, whether that be India, Australia, New Zealand, slightly more challenging because of their seasons, certainly in cricket, they wont come tour in the winter, they tour in the summer but if they do pre season stuff that works out fairly well and its in the summer holidays which is a little bit of a challenge to get fixtures for, and spread to other sports, that’s the main focus this year

I: How are you going to go about achieving these goals?

R: We need to develop out network outside of the main contact points of the independent schools which are directors of cricket to try and work that contact to get the director of sport to have meetings with them and hopefully use positive experiences with the business and outside of that it will be just a little bit more of what we do, it will be slightly different branding that we will use in regards to it being cricket based to use other sports.

I: Ok, and how have you found using the internet in your business?

R: Its been useful in regards to the social media side of it, initial and quite immediate impact content in regards to people actually on tours, you can get that on social media whether that be interviews about their experience during the day, what they have been doing that day or we can use some scoring portal to make sure people who are interested at all, parents or other people at that school who can actually see what they are doing on an immediate basis whether that being on Twitter updates or Facebook videos or Facebook live, so that is the main way we use the internet for that, looking and research for the different schools and what they’ve been, where they have been in the past in the previous two to three years, its generally a two year cycle for them tours, for different sports, nobody tends to go away every year, within the same sport, so obviously from a research point of view its quite good to be able to target a school knowing that they went on a tour maybe two years ago or even three years ago might be coming around again.

I: Ok, and you mentioned earlier about your competition, how have you gone about overcoming this, through for example differentiating your service?

R: Two ways mainly, giving them a much more hands on approach, so other companies tend to, for example have someone who might meet them at the airport and not go with them to their hotel, they have a liaison officer that is on call but not with them everyday, so we have tried to put that where they have a really… well they have liaison officer that is with them the whole time, so they get a much more hands on experience from that point of view and ultimately giving them similar or slightly better experience for a cheaper price, that’s simply how we have gone about it.

I: And, you mentioned you working with these certain independent schools, have you found that you have been over reliant on these certain schools?

R: At the moment yes, we have two schools, we have very good contacts with them, in both myself and my business partner in our previous jobs worked with them schools, so they were a really easy fit. They have done stuff with us, they are looking to do repeat business with us, but at the moment they are our two main clients, so with regards to that we are, and we need to get outside of that using all the methods that we have spoken about but, we certainly have to focus on that because at the moment those two are our main clients and if they went with somebody else or decided not to go on a school tour, it would affect us 

I: And would you describe the business as a ‘lifestyle’ or ‘entrepreneurial’ business?

R: Entrepreneurial, I think, we both have other jobs that we work on as well so its not full time at the moment but ultimately we want it to grow into a number of different areas and its not something we are looking to do as a lifestyle thing, we want to grow it and grow it into different industries and ultimately, potentially, different sectors, so if we are doing to the sports tours, we are also doing social stuff, golf tours, and I think the way we will do that is team up with other people in those sports for example I have a good contact in the golf industry that we could create a partnership with and maybe start selling some golf stuff as well.

I: Ok, do you find that the business is over reliant on the managers marketing skills?

R: Probably a bit more so yes, we don’t have anyone who does it specifically, one of us focuses on social media and the other on the marketing side of things, so at the moment yes, I think the marketing that we do is reliant on the skills that I bring to that 

I: Ok, have you had or found a lot of success of business through word of mouth?

R: Yes, very very big in this industry, crickets quite a small world and teachers obviously talk and see each other a lot through the year when they are playing cricket matches against each other so if they’ve had a really positive experience they will talk and it is a way that people look too recruit businesses to do this, what we do for them, they’ll talk a lot, talk about what was good, what was bad. So word of mouth, is a big thing.

I: Ok, and do you partake in any social, business or trade activities at all?

R: What do you mean by that?

I: So social activities… or trade activities or business activities, say where a number of similar companies similar to yourself attend…

R: Exhibitions...

I: Yes, things like that.

R: No, not necessarily for the industry, we’d probably look to go to, potentially like an open day at a school, maybe, but I don’t think there is not anything that I know about that exhibits sports tours, the cricket industry do have a couple, but we haven’t attended any, no I think that is maybe something we will look at in the future.

I: Ok, have you found your marketing activities as experimental learning, sort of you know, learning what works and what doesn’t as you go?

R: Yes, to an element, I think it’s quite similar, to the cricket coaching side of marketing but, there certainly has been things, with regards to the content that we put on our social media, I think that has been quite an experimental thing with regards to views and the interaction we get from that, otherwise we have a fairly simple way to kind of report on what we do with regards to the amount of emails we send out to schools for the amount of times we then have follow up meetings with them or actually contact within those contacts turn into meetings and the meetings will turn into tours, so because we are fairly young, at least we’ve got that there to know that so we can actually look back and see where we have been going well and where we are not going so well.
I: Ok, that will be all, thank you very much.
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· Personal background
· Background or history of the company
· Current situation and activities and how they have changed
· Marketing activities
· Personal contact networking- 
· social, business, industry and market networks
· Relationship-building 
· Personal contact with buyers over impersonal marketing- mass promotion
· building relationships with customers, leading to referrals
· using networking to find market intelligence, trends, gossip within the industry or market about individuals who may impact the enterprise presently or in the future.

· Keeping informed about the market
· Identifying customers
· Generating sales
· Raising capital
· Recruiting Labour
· Significant events that have taken place in the market in the last couple of years
· Goal and future plans for the business
· Achieving the goals and future plans
· Using the internet- access to service inputs, export services worldwide, eBay?, extend geographic reach.
· Overcoming competition by differentiating product or service- niche markets
· Over reliant on a small number of customers
· ‘life style’/’BMW syndrome’ or ‘entrepreneurial’ business?
· Reliant on owner/managers marketing skills
· Marketing activities bottom of the list?
· Using the internet for marketing
· Direct selling- tele sales, retail sales, exhibition and trade shows
· Word of mouth
· Partaking in social, business and trade activities
· Marketing in SME seen as experimental learning? 
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· Background or history of the company

· Marketing activities

· Building relationships with customers, leading to referrals

· Market Intelligence

· Recruiting Labour

· Using the internet

· Over reliant on a small number of customers

· Reliant on owner/managers marketing skills

· Priority of marketing

· Word of mouth

· Experimental learning
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