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INTRODUCTION

In this article we investigate how small business managers’ beliefs concerning the con-
sequences of growth influence their overall growth attitude. We find this to be an important
question. Although previous research has shown that small firm growth is the most important
source of new jobs (Davidsson, Lindmark, & Olofsson, 1994; 1996; Kirchhoff, 1994; Rey-
nolds & White, 1997), there are also clear indications that many small business managers de-
liberately refrain from exploiting opportunities to expand their firms. We test the influence of
the eight most important perceived consequences of growth on the overall growth attitude in
three separate, large-scale surveys of small business managers.

Previous research suggests that there is reason to more carefully assess the role of growth
motivation when examining firm growth. Many small business managers are not willing to
pursue growth (Davidsson, 1989a; 1989b; Delmar, 1996; Gundry & Welsch, 2001; Storey,
1994). An important implication of this is that many small firms do not realize their full
growth potential (Scott & Rosa, 1996), which may constitute a source of great under-
utilization of resources. Our knowledge of why small business managers vary so greatly in
their growth motivation is still limited. It constitutes an area worthy of further investigation,
as research that examines the effect of growth motivation on subsequent business growth
finds support for a positive relationship (Bellu & Sherman, 1995; Kolvereid & Bullvag, 1996;
Miner, Smith, & Bracker, 1994; Mok & van den Tillaart, 1990)>.

In this article we explicitly assess reasons for differences in levels of growth motivation.
More specifically, we focus on the beliefs and attitudes toward expanding a business. Build-
ing on the expectancy-value theory of attitudes (Ajzen, 1988; 1991; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977;
1980; Fishbein, 1967; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), we are interested in how the overall attitude

toward growth is influenced by specific cognitive beliefs about the consequences of growth.



By doing so we are able to tease out the relative importance of different motives underlying
small business managers’ attitudes to growth. This research is important for two principal rea-
sons. First, in mainstream economic literature the supremacy of the economic motive is taken
for granted - people act in ways to maximize their profits. In the small business context, a
more diverse view may be relevant. We know that people start and operate their own firms for
a variety of reasons other than maximizing economic returns (Davidsson, 1989a; Delmar,
1996; Gundry & Welsch, 2001; Kolvereid, 1992; Storey, 1994). This does not mean that their
motives are totally irrational. However, it is important to assess the relative importance of
economic and non-economic motives in order to understand why small business managers
exhibit the growth-related attitudes and behaviors that they do.

Second, we believe that this research can have practical implications. People’s beliefs are
influenced by the persuasive argumentation of others (Ajzen, 1991; Chaiken & Stangor,
1987). Hence, it should be possible to affect small business managers’ beliefs about growth
through providing them with the relevant information and knowledge. That is, if certain be-
liefs have stronger influence on overall attitude, society may be able to take specific actions
related to these areas that, in turn, will affect the small business managers’ attitudes toward
expanding their firms.

The article proceeds as follows. The next section introduces the expectancy-value theory
of attitudes and shows how previous empirical research regarding the motivation of small
business managers can be placed in this conceptual framework in order to explain individual
differences in growth motivation. Eight hypotheses concerning how specific expected conse-
guences of growth affect growth motivation conclude the section. Next, the replication design
is presented along with the analyses carried out to test the hypotheses, the samples and the

variables. The hypotheses are then tested by means of regression analysis in the following

2 A meta analysis of the studies finds a weighted aver%ge correlation of .39 between motivation and growth.



section. A discussion of the results and their implications for future research as well as small

business managers concludes the article.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Attitudes and Beliefs

Motivation theories are aimed at explaining why individuals choose to act in a certain di-
rection. One of the major concepts in motivation theories is attitude. An attitude is a valuation
of an object or a concept, i.e. to which extent an object or concept is judged as good or bad.
While personality variables such as Need for Achievement or Locus of Control have been ex-
tensively researched in psychological studies of entrepreneurial behavior (cf. Stimpson, Rob-
inson, Waranusuntikule, & Zheng, 1990), attitudes have received relatively little attention
(Robinson, Stimpson, Huefer, & Hunt, 1991).

In psychological language, personality variables are distal, i.e. weak determinants of spe-
cific behaviors. Personality theories are intended to measure general individual tendencies
that are stable across a spectrum of different situations (Epstein, 1984). Therefore, general
personality variables are likely to have limited predictive power when applied to any specific
context (Ajzen, 1991) such as firm growth. Attitudes on the other hand are proximal, i.e. more
specific and because of their specificity, they are considered to be important determinants of
behavior. On the other hand, attitudes are less stable over time and across situations, changing
through interactions with the environment (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).

There has been much controversy over the importance of attitudes in predicting behavior.
However, research has shown that attitudes can predict behavior if certain conditions are met
(Bagozzi & Warshaw, 1992; Kim & Hunter, 1993). Attitudes have been found to be moder-

ately strong predictors of goal directed behavior (r = 0.79 between attitude and behavior when



methodological artifacts were removed, cf. Kim & Hunter, 1993). Thus, it would appear that
the concept of attitudes is relevant in the present context.

Since long, there has been an unresolved discussion as to whether attitude is a unidimen-
sional construct consisting of the “amount of affect for or against a psychological object”
(Fishbein, 1967 p. 478 citing Thurstone, 1931), or a three-dimensional construct containing
an affective, a cognitive and a behavioral/intentional component (see Chaiken & Stangor,
1987, for a discussion of these different views).

According to the tripartite view, attitudes can be broken down into three different classes
of evaluative responses (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993): (1) cognitive responses, also known as be-
liefs, are thoughts that people have about the attitude object (e.g. | believe expanding the busi-
ness will enhance the possibilities of the business to survive a crises); (2) affective responses
consist of feelings, moods or emotions that people have in relation to the attitude object. (e.g.
| feel happy /anxious about expanding my business), (3) behavioral responses are the overt
actions or intentions exhibited by people in relation to the attitude object (e.g. | turned down
the order, because it would have meant expanding the business).

In this article, we instead adhere to the view heralded by Ajzen and Fishbein (Ajzen,
1988; 1991; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977; 1980; Fishbein, 1967; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) suggest-
ing that the cognitive, affective and behavioral dimensions represent three separate but caus-
ally linked constructs termed belief, attitude and intention. The reason why we choose this
approach is that it has been successfully applied to a range of different situations. These con-
cepts are central elements of the Theory of Reasoned Action and the Theory of Planned Be-
havior, which are validated theories (Locke, 1991) that constitute “the dominant theoretical
framework in the attitude-behavior literature” (Olson & Zana, 1993, p. 131) and “continue to

generate the most research” (Petty, Wegener, & Fabrigar, 1997, p. 640).



Embodied in these theories lies the expectancy-value model of attitude (Ajzen, 1991).
This model explicitly deals with the relationship between beliefs and attitudes. It has been
fruitfully applied in several different areas such as decisions concerning restaurants, blood
donation, detergents and automobiles and can be considered a paradigm in itself (Bagozzi,
1984). According to this theory, an attitude reflects the degree to which a person likes or dis-
likes an object, where the term object can refer to any aspect of the individual’s world. Impor-
tantly, the theory is developed to predict specific attitudes in specific contexts (Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1980). In our case we are interested in the specific behavior of expanding a firm.
We therefore focus solely on the attitude toward this specific behavior. The individual’s atti-
tude toward a behavior can be predicted by the salient beliefs that he or she holds about per-
forming the behavior. It should be noted that the beliefs must correspond to the specific be-
havior concerning action, target, context and time in order to permit understanding and pre-
diction of the attitude (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). That is, in order to predict the attitudes of
expanding the business a certain magnitude (e.g. doubling the size) we should explicitly as-
sess the beliefs of the consequences of performing that particular behavior (i.e. the expected
consequences of doubling the size).

Beliefs associate an object with certain attributes. In the case of behavioral beliefs, the
object is the behavior of interest and the associated attributes are the expected consequences
of that behavior. Consequences can be good or bad and of varying magnitude. For instance,
an individual may believe that expanding the business 100% may lead to a minor increase of
profitability but a major decrease in job satisfaction. The strength of an individual’s belief is
captured by his or her subjective probability that performing a behavior will lead to a certain
outcome. Returning to the example above, the individual may be very certain that growth will
lead to improved performance (although to a small extent) but less certain that job satisfaction

will decrease (although if it does, the decrease will be substantial). According to the original



formulation of the expectancy-value model, a person’s attitude toward a particular behavior
can be predicted by multiplying his or her evaluation of each behavior’s expected conse-
quences by the strength of the belief that performing the behavior will lead to that conse-
quence and then summing the product across all beliefs (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980).

However, empirical tests of this model has revealed that the interaction of evaluation of
expected consequences on the one hand and the strength of the belief on the other fails to give
significant results (Bagozzi, 1984), leading to a questioning the multiplicative combination of
beliefs and evaluations (Valiquette, Valios, Desharnais, & Godin, 1988). More specifically,
the strength of the belief dimension has failed to contribute to the prediction of attitude (Piet-
ers, 1988). Tentative analyses of our data supported these findings (Anonymous, 1987).
Therefore, we focus solely on expected consequences in our analyses.

Moreover, in the original formulation of the expectancy-value model, salient beliefs are
not weighted for their relative importance in determining the attitude (e.g. Ajzen & Fishbein,
1980). This approach looses the idiosyncratic dimensionality and uniqueness of the micro be-
liefs that comprise the attitude (Bagozzi, 1984). Bagozzi (1985) argues that there are in fact
several alternative ways of modeling the relationship between beliefs and attitude, some of
which estimate the relative importance of individual beliefs. Two of these do not assume a
multiplicative combination of beliefs and evaluations. If multicollinearity is severe, latent
variable modeling with higher- and lower-order latent variables is necessary. If not, as an al-
ternative the attitude can be regressed over the individual’s evaluation of expected conse-
quences as assessed along a positive — negative dimension. We have chosen the latter alterna-

tive, because an empirical test shows that multicollinearity is not a problem (cf. footnote 4).



Identifying Relevant Beliefs and Hypotheses

As suggested by the expectancy-value theory of attitudes, we regard expected conse-
guences of growth as evaluations of the behavior’s consequences, or beliefs. Based on this
logic, we argue that a plausible reason why some small business managers refrain from grow-
ing their firms is that they expect some consequences of growth to be negative. If a small
business manager believes, for instance, that increased size may jeopardize the firm’s ability
to maintain the quality of its products or services, such anticipated negative consequences of
growth should lead to a negative attitude toward expanding the business. On the other hand, if
the small business manager sees expansion as a means to attain personal goals, e.g. the possi-
bility of earning more money, such expectations of positive consequences of growth should
positively influence his or her growth attitude. In other words, positive expectations of growth
are likely to enhance the motivation of a small business manager to expand his or her firm
whereas negative expectations of growth are likely to reduce the growth motivation.

In order to establish more precisely small business managers’ salient beliefs about
growth, a literature review of comprehensive classical works on small business management
and motivation was conducted (Bolton, 1971; Boswell, 1972; Deeks, 1976; Smith, 1967;
Stanworth & Curran, 1973). This literature review identified eight key areas that are impor-
tant for small business managers and at the same time likely to be affected (positively or
negatively) by growth. These key areas and their sources in the literature are exhibited in Ta-
ble 1. We now detail the arguments concerning each of these areas and formulate the associ-

ated hypotheses.



As regards workload, the reasoning is that some managers who are — and intend to stay —
involved in all aspects of their business expect growth to increase their workload. Other man-
agers foresee hiring and delegating and hence reduce their personal load. Thus:

Hypothesis 1: The expectation that increased size would lead to a reduction (increase) of

the owner-manager’s workload is associated with a more positive (negative) attitude to-

ward growth

Likewise, regarding work tasks some owner-managers define themselves primarily as
craftsmen and resist the transition to full-time management that expansion may (be perceived
to) necessitate. Other managers may be looking forward to letting go of some hands-on work
they cannot yet afford to delegate. Thus:

Hypothesis 2: The expectation that increased size would allow the owner-manager to

spend more (less) time on favored work tasks is associated with a more positive (nega-

tive) attitude toward growth

Concerning employee well-being it has been observed that some managers fear that
growth would force formalization and destroy the family-like atmosphere of the small organi-
zation, where every member is indispensable. At the same time it has been noted that non-
growing small organizations offer very limited career opportunities for their employees.
Again, then, growth may be associated with positive as well as negative expectations. Thus,

Hypothesis 3: The expectation that increased size would make employees enjoy work

more (less) is associated with a more positive (negative) attitude toward growth.

It may seem self-evident at first glance that growth should improve the owner-managers
personal income. However, the literature suggests that this is not universally believed to be
the case. For example, the manager may hold that the environment leaves little room for prof-

itable growth. Thus,



Hypothesis 4: The expectation that increased size would increase (decrease) the owner-

manager’s income and other disposable economic benefits is associated with a more

positive (negative) attitude toward growth

Owner-managers’ need for autonomy is heavily stressed in the literature. The relationship
between autonomy and growth appears to be complex and possibly involves more than one
dimension, which is why we include independence and control as separate dimensions. On
the one hand, a small firm is weak in relation to its environment, not leaving much real inde-
pendence for the owner-manager. On the other hand, taking additional loans, sharing equity
or accepting the dictates of a large, dominating customer may be precisely what is required in
order to achieve growth — at the expense of some independence. Similarly, some managers
may perceive that increased size would force them away from contact with the day-to-day re-
alities of the firm, reducing their ability to be on top of everything that happens or could hap-
pen to it. Other managers may think that the more managerial role in an enlarged firm would
reduce myopia and give more time for strategic issues, and thereby increase their control of
the firm’s long term destiny. Thus,

Hypothesis 5: The expectation that increased size would enhance (reduce) the owner-

manager’s ability to survey and control operations is associated with a more positive

(negative) attitude toward growth.

Hypothesis 6: The expectation that increased size would increase (decrease) the firm’s

independence in relation to customers, suppliers and lenders is associated with a more

positive (negative) attitude toward growth.

Also for the last two dimensions positive as well as negative beliefs can be found in the
literature. Some managers may associate increased size with a reduction in flexibility, which
would reduce the firm’s crisis survival ability. Others may associate size with the financial

muscles that could cushion a situation of that kind. Thus,



Hypothesis 7: The expectation that increased size would make it easier (more difficult)
for the firm to survive a severe crisis is associated with a more positive (negative) atti-
tude toward growth.

As regard quality some may fear that their own detachment from direct control is a risk,
whereas others would see the possibility to introduce formal and systematic quality control of
a kind that the very small firm cannot afford. Thus,

Hypothesis 8: The expectation that increased size would make it easier (more difficult)
for the firm to maintain the quality of products and services is associated with a more
positive (negative) attitude toward growth.

Although we have presented an extensive list of expected consequences of growth, the
question arises as to whether this list is exhaustive or if small business managers in fact ex-
pect additional consequences that affect their growth attitude. Previous expectancy-value re-
search suggests that the domain of salient beliefs could be generated through en open-ended
elicitation procedure (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Bagozzi, 1984). In order to identify the beliefs
that are salient in a population, a representative sample should be selected for the procedure
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Bagozzi, 1984). Therefore, previous to the first survey, unstructured
interviews were conducted with eleven small business managers by one of the authors. The
sample was selected to represent as broad a spectrum as possible concerning types of small
firms and small firm owner-managers. The interviews first covered general aspects of the
business and then issues pertaining to growth. Direct questions about expected consequences
of growth were only asked at the very end of the interview and only if they had not previously
been spontaneously mentioned by the respondent. These interviews confirmed that the eight
dimensions identified in the literature in fact reflected important expected negative and/or
positive consequences of growth. Further, the managers did not report any other important

consequences of growth neither spontaneously nor when prompted.
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It should be noted that these expected consequences of growth may or may not be well-
founded. For example, a belief that growth reduces crisis survival ability can be questioned on
the basis that research tends to show positive relationships between growth or size on the one
hand, and survival on the other (Kirchhoff, 1994). In other words, it is possible that small
business managers expect consequences that in fact will not materialize, should their business
expand. However, in order to further validate that we have identified relevant expected con-
sequences of growth, we turned to the literature that explicitly deals with the actual conse-
quences of growth. Flamholtz (1986) recognizes ten growing pains, i.e. possible negative con-
sequences of growth. While his growing pains are conceptualized in a way that is not directly
transferable to our context, it is clear that he identifies similar consequences. Flamholtz iden-
tifies possible changes to workload, work tasks, employee well-being, control and quality. In
their study, Hambrick & Crozier (1985) found similar potential negative consequences of
growth, but also noted that the very survival of the firm may be threatened. All in all, these
studies support that six of the eight consequences we have identified may in fact materialize
as a company expands. A reason why these authors do not address changes to personal in-
come and independence in relation to lenders, customers and suppliers may be that they
mainly focus on the negative consequences of growth whereas they may find positive effects
of growth on personal income and independence.

Finally, Ajzen & Fishbein (1980) hold that individuals can only attend to a limited num-
ber of beliefs about behavioral outcomes at any given moment and suggest that five to nine
would be an appropriate number. Taken together, the above makes us confident that we have
identified the relevant range of generally important beliefs about the consequences of growth.
This gives us the research model depicted in Figure 1.

Insert Figure 1 about here
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METHOD
Basic Research Design

This study uses a replication design. As noted by others, small business growth studies
are largely incompatible because similar phenomena are studied in isolated research projects
using different concepts, models, measures and methods (Davidsson & Wiklund, 2000; Del-
mar, 1997; Storey, 1994). As a consequence, our knowledge about small firm growth is still
quite incomplete and incoherent. This lack of replication is shared with the broader domain of
business studies (Hubbard, Vetter, & Little, 1998). We agree with these authors that “The
goal of science is empirical generalizations or knowledge development. Systematically con-
ducted replications with extensions facilitate this goal.” (Hubbard et al., 1998, Abstract, see
also Lindsay & Ehrenberg, 1993). The present study attempts to contribute to cumulative
knowledge by means of replication with extension. Three separate studies addressing the
same issues with the same measurement instrument in similar samples were carried out during
a ten-year period. These three studies are jointly analyzed in this article.

According to Hubbard et al. (1998), replication is a substantial duplication of previous
empirical research in order to increase the internal validity of the research design. The aim of
replication is typically to determine if the findings from the original study are reproducible. A
replication with extension goes somewhat further and aims at increasing generalizability of
research findings by modifying the initial study in some way. If the results reproduce in the
modified studies, this would indicate a higher generality of the findings, i.e. they extend be-
yond the specific context of any single study. In the present case, data were collected from

three different samples during a ten-year period utilizing the same measurement instrument.
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The data collections coincided with different phases of the business cycle, and each study
used somewhat different sample frames. In this sense, the present research could be regarded
replication with extension. This serves the much sought for purpose of generalizing findings
beyond what is possible from a solitary study.

However, the fact that the data from all three studies are analyzed simultaneously allows
us to perform additional analyses. Thanks to the large number of cases provided by the three
samples combined, it is possible to split the sample into different sub-samples and conduct
separate analyses within each of these. It is also possible to analyze all cases in one analysis.
Such additional analyses facilitate additional validation of the findings (Campbell & Fiske,
1959).

Taken together, the multiple analyses on different samples and sub-samples conducted
here reduce the risk of Type I errors (erroneous rejections of the null hypothesis). This risk
may be substantial in conventional singular analyses, solely relying on the p < 0.05 criterion
(Cohen, 1994; Hubbard et al., 1998). The separate analyses of multiple samples also reduce
the risk of Type Il errors, i.e., failure to reject the null hypothesis when it is false (Cohen &
Cohen, 1983).

Sample Characteristics

Over a ten-year period, three independent telephone interview studies were conducted.
The two initial studies in 1986 and 1994 were stratified over the Swedish equivalent of ISIC
codes. Independent firms from specific manufacturing, service and retail industries were se-
lected. The samples were also stratified over the standard Swedish size brackets 1-4, 5-9, 10-
19, and 20-49 employees. In addition to this, the 1996 sample was stratified over the firms’
previous growth-rate so that high-growth firms were over-represented in the sample for all
size brackets and industries. The samples had 440, 400, and 630 respondents respectively, to-

taling 1,470 respondents, with corresponding response rates of 83%, 55%, and 75%. The data
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were collected from the managing director, who in most cases is also the majority owner. The
managing director was explicitly asked for at the beginning of the interview.

At the time of the interviews, 40 firms had outgrown the largest size bracket and were
omitted. The smallest size bracket was left out of the analyses since only one of the studies
included firms of this size. This reduced the number of cases to a total of 1,248. The actual
number of cases used in the analyses is somewhat lower due to internal non-responses. There
are some statistically significant differences between the three samples (see Table 2). The
1986 study reports somewhat younger respondents, smaller firms, and a smaller share of
manufacturing firms compared to the two latter studies. The firms of the 1994 sample are on
average the youngest. However, for the purpose of this article, the differences are unproblem-
atic. Analyses are mainly performed on different sub-samples where these differences are

controlled; or else these variables are added as control variables.

Variables and Measures

The dependent variable. To measure attitude toward growth, respondents were asked
whether a 100% increase in the number of employees in five years time would be mainly
negative or mainly positive. Respondents who gave an answer in either direction were then
asked to specify whether they perceived such an outcome as “somewhat”, “rather strongly” or
“very strongly” positive/negative. A seven-point scale ranging from very negative to very
positive was thus used to measure this variable. This type of single item bipolar 7-point
good/bad scale has been the most often advocated and used variable to measure attitude to-

ward behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). It is suggested to be the

most stringent and valid variable, at least in situations where the distinction pleas-
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ant/unpleasant is inappropriate, as in our case (Bagozzi, 1984). The explication of a specific
amount of growth over a specific time span in the question is important, as the individual’s
attitude toward growth may vary depending on both amount and time. Individuals may exhibit
more positive or negative attitudes toward larger or smaller amounts of growth as well as
faster or slower growth rate.

Three other possible measures of the dependent variable were also available: a) whether a
25% increase in the number of employees in five years time would be mainly negative or
mainly positive, b) the intended ideal size five years ahead regarding sales as well as c) re-
garding number of employees. While it would have been possible to utilize either of these al-
ternative measures of the dependent variable or to compute a global growth motivation index,
we prefer to rely on the question concerned with a 100% increase in the number of employ-
ees. The reason is that this makes the dependent variable and the independent variables sym-
metric. That is, they are all anchored in the doubling of the number of employees. This sort of
symmetry in independent and dependent variables is deemed important by the expectancy-
value theory (e.g. Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980)°.

The independent variables. The eight belief variables derived from the literature review
are displayed in Table 3. In order to establish validity and reliability, the format of the ques-
tions was modeled after the examples given by Ajzen & Fishbein (1980 p. 66). More specifi-
cally, respondents were asked how a doubling of the number of employees, regardless of

whether this is deemed desirable or possible, would be likely to affect each of the eight areas.

® For the purpose of testing the properties of our measure, an index was created. The “intended ideal size
five years ahead” responses and present size figures were used to calculate intended growth rates of both sales
and employees and converted to two seven-point scales. The two items from the 25% and the 100% scales were
summed with these two items to form a global growth intention index. The Cronbach’s Alpha value of the index
was 0.72 and corrected item-total correlations ranged from 0.47 to 0.55 indicating that the index has acceptable
reliability (Nunnally, 1967) and that all items share sufficient variance with the index (Nunnally & Bernstein,
1994). This index was also successfully used in predicting actual growth outcomes in another study (Wiklund &
Shepherd, 2003). This suggests that our measure is (1) sufficiently reliable and (2) predictively valid (Nunnally
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A five-point scale, ranging from “much more negative” to “much more positive”, was used
for measurement (the specific words describing the positive/negative dimension varied across
questions, cf. Table 3).

The explicit statement “doubling of the number of employees” was chosen in order to en-
sure that the beliefs referred to the same behavior as the attitude across variables and respon-
dents. In other words, the context of the belief variables reflected the context of the attitude
variable as closely as possible, as recommended in the literature (cf. above and Ajzen & Fish-

bein, 1980, p. 64).

Control variables. Five variables were used as contingency variables to subdivide the
three samples into sub-samples and as independent variables in multiple regression analysis.
Firm size, firm age and industry have been shown to affect growth in previous research (Al-
drich & Auster, 1990; Audretsch, 1995; Barkham, 1994; Carroll & Hannan, 2000; Davis &
Henreksson, 1999; Dunne & Hughes, 1996; Kirchoff, 1994). The sex and age of the small
business manager have also been associated with differences in growth (Brush, 1992; Davids-
son, 1989a; Deaux & Lafrance, 1998; Delmar, 2000). These variables may influence growth
directly as assumed in most research, but it is also possible that they have an indirect influ-
ence via the attitude toward growth of the entrepreneur. Thus, it is valuable to investigate

their influence on attitude toward growth.

& Bernstein, 1994). We therefore feel confident in relying on this single item measure for our dependent vari-
able.
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Firm size was measured as number of full time equivalents. To determine the industry, re-
spondents were asked if the firm’s main line of business was manufacturing, service or retail.
Analyses suggest that the Swedish equivalents of ISIC codes are not always updated or rele-
vant. Therefore, we instead relied on the respondents’ self-report of main activity as a better
indictor of their main industry. Respondents were asked if they knew what year the firm was
founded, which was used to calculate the age of the firm. Finally, the respondents’ birth year
was used for calculating their age whereas sex on most instances was evident from the inter-
view.

All control variables were recoded into dummy variables. Firms were classified into the
standard size brackets 5-9, 10-19, and 20-49 employees. Ten years was the cut-off for being a
‘young’ or ‘old” firm, whereas the mean of 47 years of age was used to discriminate between
young and old entrepreneurs.

To make comparison across the three studies more valid, the wording and relative posi-
tioning of the questions were the same in all three studies.

Analyses

Multiple linear regression was carried out in to test the hypotheses. Two different
analysis designs were applied for the control variables. In the first step, the control variables
were entered as independent variables to the regression equation, alongside the expectancy
variables.

In the second step, they were used to divide the sample, since it is possible that the
pattern of relationships differ between industries, size brackets, sex and age groups.

In line with the replication approach, the hypotheses are tested by examining the extent to
which results are replicated across the different analyses, rather than relying solely on con-
ventional tests of significance (p < 0.05). If substantial and statistically significant effects re-

cur across the analyses, this is taken as evidence that the data support the hypothesis. Con-
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versely, repeatedly small and non-significant effects led to the rejection of the hypothesis.
When results are mixed, judgement is used to determine if the hypotheses are supported or
not. In other words, judgement rather than objective criteria is used to support or reject hy-
potheses. This is consistent with the research design and not problematic “First, do not look
for a magic alternative to NHST [null hypothesis significance testing], some other objective
mechanical ritual to replace it. It doesn’t exist. ... we must finally rely, as have the older sci-
ences, on replication” (Cohen, 1994, pp. 1001-1002).

The skewness and kurtosis statistics of the dependent variable fall well within the
boundaries for normality (Robinson & Hofer, 1997; Shapiro & Wilk, 1965). Thus, parametric
tests of significance are applicable. Since positive expectations are hypothesized to increase
growth motivation and vice versa, directional, single-tailed tests of significance are applied.
Forced entry of independent variables and list-wise deletion of missing data are used.

RESULTS

Table 4 shows the correlation matrix and summary statistics for the variables used in our
analyses (with the exclusion of the nominal variables sex and industry). All expectancy vari-
ables have moderately positive correlations, ranging from .14 to .41. The model we have cho-
sen, i.e., regressing attitude across expected consequences, could be associated with multicol-
linearity (Bagozzi, 1985). The moderate correlations suggest that this is not the case. How-
ever, to ensure that multicollinearity was not an issue, multicollinearity diagnoses were ap-
plied to all regression analyses®. The strongest correlation with attitude toward growth can be
noted for employee well-being (r = .41). The correlation between firm age and expected

workload is moderately negative (r = -.17). The other correlations are weaker.
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Insert Table 4 about here

The hypotheses were tested by first analyzing the three samples combined, which is
displayed in Table 5. The second column of the table shows the results excluding the control
variables. The adjusted explained variance of .24 indicates that expected consequences have
an influence on attitude toward growth and that the proposed model is relevant. Statistically
significant effects in the hypothesized direction are obtained for all expected consequences
but work tasks. According to the conventional criterion (p < .05), this supports H1 and H3 to
H8. However, the magnitude of the coefficients for variables other than employee well-being
are small in magnitude. The large number of cases makes small effects statistically signifi-
cant. When the control variables are added to the equation, shown in column three, they alter
the equation only to a small extent. Albeit statistically significant on three instances, their
standardized regression coefficients are generally low and the explained variance is not in-
creased. Comparing the two analyses, it appears that explanatory variables are not dramati-
cally different in different industries, size brackets, age groups, or between men and women.

Hence, the results appear to have a high degree of generality.

As mentioned earlier, data were collected from three different samples during a ten-year
period. There are reasons to analyze the samples separately and compare the results. First, al-
though statistically significant, effect sizes were generally small in the full sample. A com-

parison of results across samples makes it possible to check the stability of the results. If the

* . Due to space limitations, individual figures are not reported. An examination of the variance inflation
factor (VIF) suggests that there was no incidence of multicollinearity. Individual figures range from 1.08 to
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results are the same for all three samples, conclusions will be more valid. Second, data were
collected during different stages of the business cycle, which may affect the beliefs and atti-
tudes of the respondents and their effects. Different explanatory variables may be important
during different phases of the business cycle. A pure trend effect over time is also conceiv-
able.

The results of the analyses of the three different samples are displayed in Table 6. Em-
ployee well-being is by far the most important explanatory variable in all samples, whereas
the magnitude and rank order of all other explanatory variables vary. The joint probability
measures illustrate that obtaining positive coefficients this large for any variable in all three
samples is highly unlikely if there were no effects in the population. In all, the relationships
are relatively stable over-all, but not in detail. No clear cyclical or trend pattern emerges over

this time period.

To further validate the findings, we assessed the extent to which results were stable across
different contexts. Therefore, the samples from the three studies were combined and the con-
trol variables were used to subdivide the sample. This gives us a total of twelve regression
analyses in this stage. The results from these regressions are displayed in Table 7. The ad-
justed explained variance ranges from .16 to .28, indicating that expected consequences have
an influence on attitude toward growth in all regressions. The results reveal that non-
economic concerns are very important determinants of attitude toward growth. Personal in-
come is not the most important variable in any regression, suggesting that money is not the

most important motivator. A remarkably consistent result across the regressions is that em-

1.45, which is well below critical values (cf. Hair, AnderSé)B, Tatham, & Black, 1998).



ployee well-being is the most important explanatory variable. This holds for 11 out of the 12
regressions, reinforcing the findings from the previous analyses. The exception is found
among female entrepreneurs where independence comes out the strongest. The regression for
the female sub-sample, however, is somewhat problematic, since it only contains 61 cases and
should be interpreted more restrictively. Due to the small sample size, very large effects are
needed in order to achieve statistically significant results even at the .05-level. As a compari-
son, while a regression coefficient of .06 is statistically significant among males, a .19 regres-
sion coefficient is not among females.

Workload is relatively unimportant in all sub-samples as is work-tasks, with the exception
of young entrepreneurs and the smallest size bracket. The pattern concerning independence is
the opposite, it has a statistically significant effect in all regressions except in the smallest size
bracket.

Statistically significant standardized regression coefficients for the remaining explanatory
variables have the same signs across all 12 analyses, which indicates that the regressions are
stable. However, their rank order and magnitude vary depending on how the sample is di-
vided. Interpretation of these coefficients should be restrictive. Considering the moderate ex-
plained variance and the magnitude of the employee well-being coefficient in all regressions,

relatively little is explained by other variables in the regressions.

No less than 17 regression analyses have been performed to test the hypotheses. A sum-
mary of the outcomes of these tests is presented in Table 8. This table illustrates that the vari-
ables employee well-being, independence, personal income, control and survival of crises

generally receive the largest, and always positive standardized regression coefficients. These
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variables are also statistically significant on most instances. Thus, it is relatively safe to con-
clude that the hypotheses concerning the influence of employee well-being (H3), independ-
ence (H6), personal income (H4), control (H5) and survival of crises (H7) on attitude toward
growth are supported by the data. Regarding the three remaining hypotheses, results are more
mixed and they do not get equally consistent support by the data. Therefore, even if the bulk
of the evidence is in favor of the hypotheses, it must be concluded that for most of the re-
spondents expected consequences of growth concerning workload (H1), work tasks (H2) and

quality (H8) do not have an important influence on attitude toward growth.

DISCUSSION

Explaining Growth Attitude

In this article, we set out to examine how small business managers’ overall attitude to-
ward growth was influenced by the consequences they expected from growth. In doing that,
we used data from three separate survey studies employing the same measuring instruments.
This allowed us to come up with many useful comparisons. Some results recur very consis-
tently across sub-analyses and can therefore be accepted even if the associated probability of
the coefficient is not very low in every analysis. Other results, while “statistically significant’
in one analysis, may be disregarded because the result appears in isolation. The general ap-
proach--to repeat the same measurement in several separate surveys--is something we would
highly recommend to other researchers. Results from multiple samples are a much better basis

for determining one’s degree of confidence, than is significance testing alone.
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On average, our regression models could explain close to 25% of the variation in attitude
toward growth in our different sub-groups. This shows that there are substantial, general rela-
tionships between expected consequences of growth and attitude toward growth. In other
words, small business managers’ feelings about whether the growth of their business is good
or bad can to a reasonable extent be explained on the basis of the consequences that they ex-
pect from growth.

Nonetheless, over three quarters of the variance is left unexplained by our models, and
the reasons for this deserve some discussion. A first possibility is, of course, that important
explanatory variables were omitted. Perhaps other expected consequences of growth are im-
portant and therefore should have been included. Our selection of explanatory variables was
based on a thorough literature review as well as elicited in an open-ended procedure. Conse-
quently, we regard it highly unlikely that any additional more important variables of this kind
are to be found. The control variables we have used are also the most important ones in previ-
ous research on small firm growth. Therefore, the ‘add variables’ route is unlikely to raise ex-
plained variance by more than a few percentage points. Further, our results are similar to what
have been reported in previous studies (explained variance of 10% to 36% would be typical
according to Ajzen, 1991).

The most important reason for the modest explanatory power is instead, arguably, the fact
that regression coefficients represent average effects. According to expectancy-value theory,
there is reason to believe that the true effect for each individual differs from this average
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Bagozzi, 1985). For some managers quality is a great concern,
whereas for others their own workload is the top-of-the-mind issue. This fact, i.e., that the co-
efficients represent average effects is a general problem in this type of research and probably
the major reason why explanatory power rarely reaches much higher values than ours even

when seemingly all relevant variables have been included. The second major reason is that

23



measurement error is substantial, because the questions do not have exactly the same meaning
to each respondent and because people differ in their response styles. Thus, very strong rela-
tionships between the independent and dependent variables should perhaps not be expected.
We regard our modest explanatory power as a result of these general problems, rather than the
omission of important explanatory variables.
Relative Importance of Different Beliefs

Turning to a more detailed assessment of our results, a central finding is that expectation
of financial gain is not the outstanding determinant of attitude toward growth. This is clearly
contrary to economic theory, but also to normative management theories where the motiva-
tion to grow is taken for granted, based on financial outcome being the primary concern of the
manager. Our findings suggest that other expected outcomes of growth that are largely non-
economic in nature also influence attitude toward growth. This includes, e.g. beliefs concern-
ing the effect of growth on the managers’ ability to keep full control over the operations of the
firm, the firm’s degree of independence in relation to external stakeholders, and its ability to
survive crises. The effects are generally not very strong. However, while not always statisti-
cally significant according to conventional criteria, they appear very consistently with the
same sign across samples, industries, size classes and age groups. What this means is proba-
bly that the effects are real, but they are small because each type of expected outcome has a
substantial effect on attitude toward growth only for some managers, whereas it is relatively
uninfluential for others. Hence the modest average effect represented by the regression coeffi-
cients. This illustrates the strength of our combining data from three studies using the same
instruments. In a single and perhaps smaller study, each and every one of these effects may
have been disregarded as ‘not statistically significant, therefore non-existent’—a very com-
mon practice among social scientists. The same would probably have happened had three dif-

ferent studies used different instruments to assess the same theoretical relationships. With our
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‘same instrument, multiple samples’ approach, we can conclude with confidence that these
expectations do have effects on attitude toward growth.

Our most important finding is that expectations concerning the effect of growth on em-
ployee well-being is the single most important determinant of over-all attitude toward growth.
This result stands out with impressive consistency across samples, industries, size classes and
age groups. The important question is, of course, exactly what this means. The very transla-
tion of the Swedish original is tricky. While no fully satisfactory translation to English pre-
sents itself, the reader might find it informative that the Swedish wording is likely to evoke
associations to camaraderie, comfort, atmosphere, and job satisfaction.

Several interpretations are possible. A critical mind would perhaps like to dismiss the re-
sult as not really showing that small business managers’ great concern for their employees
affects their attitude toward growth. Rather, one might argue, is this variable picked as their
scapegoat for less socially desirable reasons to refrain from growing their firms larger. How-
ever, additional analyses performed suggest that the variable works both ways. That is, some
managers believe that growth will improve employee well-being, and this enhances their atti-
tude toward growth. Another reason for not dismissing the result in this way is that there are
other expected outcomes, most notably product/service quality, that would be an equally logi-
cal candidate for a social desirability effect.

However, we would agree that it is not unlikely that the managers also have their own
well-being in mind when answering the question. A sound interpretation is probably that the
result reflects a real concern for the ”soft” qualities associated with small scale, and that this
concern is justifiable. There is research to suggest that on issues like comradeship, involve-
ment and job satisfaction, employees and people in general think highly of small firms (Cur-
ran, Kitching, Abbott, & Mills, 1993; Davidsson, 1993). Even more impressive evidence for

the ”soft” advantages of small scale is presented in the classical study by Barker & Gump
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(1964; cf. also their extensive references to other studies). Therefore, the small business man-
ager may have a very real reason to be concerned about the atmosphere of the small firm
when faced with expansion opportunities. The generality of our finding in the sub-analyses
suggests that this concern is a source of a recurrent goal conflict for many small business
managers.

Limitations and Future Research

The issue of work atmosphere and employee well-being is worthy of further research ef-
forts. One aspect of this would be to assess whether the concern for employee well-being and
its effect on attitude toward growth is a cultural peculiarity of Sweden (or perhaps the Scan-
dinavian countries) or if it is more universal. While both outcomes of such an assessment are
conceivable, the review of classical works as well as more recent research suggests that a very
high concern for employees is not unheard of in other cultures (cf. Kazumi, Sato, Nishikiori,
Kurose, & Sato, 1996). Future research should also try to capture in more detail what the
”concern for employee well-being” really encompasses; whether it affects real growth and not
only attitude toward growth; if managers who have successfully led their companies through a
growth phase also felt such concerns before the expansion: whether their expectations were
accurate; and what they might have done to counteract the possible negative effects of growth
on employee well-being.

Our study has been about attitude toward growth, not actual growth. Whether attitude to-
ward growth — as measured here — has an influence on actual growth or not is an empirical
question that remains to be answered. In accordance with previous studies (cf. above), we
would hypothesize that such is the case. In order to find out, longitudinal research is needed
where attitude toward growth is measured at one point of time and actual growth outcomes

are measured later.
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A potential limitation to the results presented here regards common method variance.
While common method variance problems in survey research seem to have been overstated
(Crampton & Wagner, 1994), they can not be neglected (Lindell & Whitney, 2001). The fa-
voring of telephone interviews over mail questionnaires probably reduces common variance,
but does not eliminate the risk that reported relationships may be somewhat inflated.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Beliefs play an important role in understanding why people act the way they do. Accord-
ing to expectancy-value theory, behavior is a function of beliefs relevant to the behavior. Sa-
lient beliefs are considered to be the determinants of a person’s intentions and actions (Ajzen,
1991). In our research, small business managers’ beliefs about the consequences of growth
have provided insights into the reasons why they think that expanding their business is a good
or a bad thing. One interesting finding is that non-economic concerns are more important than
the possibility of personal economic gain or loss. Of particular importance is the well-being of
the employees, which probably encompasses concerns for the work atmosphere of the small
firm in general. Managers who believe that the work atmosphere will improve due to growth
tend to have a positive attitude toward growth. Conversely, those who expect that growth will
deteriorate the work atmosphere tend to have a negative attitude toward growth.

To some extent, these expectations are probably well-founded. The work atmosphere will
probably be affected by growth. On the other hand, it is possible for the small business man-
ager to influence the work atmosphere in order to avoid possible negative consequences. Ac-
tive measures for introducing newcomers and building a sound company culture can be taken
to this effect (cf. Hambrick & Crozier, 1985). If managed correctly, growth can be associated
with new challenges and development opportunities for staff rather than loss of direction or

alienation.
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Just as other beliefs, beliefs about consequences of growth can be influenced by the per-
suasive argumentation of others (Chaiken & Stangor, 1987). If relevant information about the
positive consequences of growth — and methods to circumvent negative effects - were made
available to small business managers, this could lead to a more positive attitude toward
growth. Information about the positive effects on work atmosphere and ways of mitigating
potential negative consequences may affect growth motivation more than would prospects of

increased personal income.
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TABLE 1.

Sources for Selection of Expected Consequences of Growth that May Influence Growth

Motivation
Avrea affected by growth Author(s)
Owner-manager’s workload Boswell (1972) pp. 80-81
Owner-manager’s work tasks Deeks (1976) pp. 198-205; Smith (1967) pp. 27-28; Stanworth & Curran

(1973) pp. 150-151
Employee well-being, "atmosphere”  Deeks (1976) pp. 198-205; Smith (1967) pp. 27-28; Stanworth & Curran

(1973) pp. 157, 161

Financial outcome Deeks (1976) pp. 198-205; Smith (1967) pp. 27-28; Stanworth & Curran
(1973) p. 98
Control (surveillance) Bolton (1971) p. 24; Boswell (1972) pp. 80-81; Deeks (1976) pp. 198-

205; Smith (1967) pp. 22, 27-28, 45; Stanworth & Curran (1973) pp. 62-
63, 152
Independence Bolton (1971) p. 23-24; Deeks (1976) pp. 198-205; Smith (1967) pp. 17,

27, 45; Stanworth & Curran (1973) pp. 58, 153

Crisis survival ability Deeks (1976) pp. 198-205; Stanworth & Curran (1973) p. 58
Quality of products & services Bolton (1971) p. 23; Deeks (1976) pp. 198-205; Stanworth & Curran
(1973) p. 98

35



TABLE 2.

Basic Characteristics of the Three Samples

Full sample 1986 Sample 1994 Sample 1996 Sample
n=1248 n=298 n=354 n=596
Mean age of respondent 47 46 48° 48
% males 95 95 95 94
% manufacturing 49 40 512 53?
% service 30 32 31 27
% retail 21 28" 18 20
Mean size (FTE) 17 10 14° 21°
Mean firm age 33 24° 12 30°

Note: One-way ANOVA with Bonferroni test is used in the analysis, except for the sex and industry vari-
ables, where chi-2 test is used. a= p< .05 for difference to lowest group. b= p< .05 for difference to lowest and

middle group.
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TABLE 3.

Independent Variables, How a Doubling of the Number of Employees is Likely to Affect

Each Area.
Workload Would the small business manager have to work more or less hours?
Work tasks Would he or she be able to spend more or less time on favored work tasks?
Employee well-being Would employees enjoy work more or less? (the original Swedish word for

well-being connotes work atmosphere as well)
Personal income Would the small business manager’s income and other disposable economic

benefits increase or decrease?

Control Would his or her ability to survey and control operations increase or de-
crease?
Independence Would the firm’s independence in relation to customers, suppliers and lend-

ers increase or decrease?
Survival of crises Would it be easier or harder for the firm to survive a severe crisis?
Product/service quality Would it be easier or harder for the firm to maintain the quality of products

and services?

37



TABLE 4.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Mean s.d. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Growth motivation [4.58 2.05

Workload 277 .98 22

Work tasks 301 126 .25 .34
Employee well- 261 .96 41 24 .35
being

Personal income 3.74 75 22 14 a7 .20

Control 256 .90 .28 .25 27 .32 .16

Independence 314 94 .30 24 31 .35 A7 .28

Survival of crises  |2.41 1.22 .29 .20 19 .35 .20 27 .32
Product/service 290 .99 27 24 .25 41 17 .27 .28 31
quality
Firm size (FTE) 1655 995 07 11 00 00 .07 -05 .04 12 .06

Firm age 2256 238 00 -19 00 03 -01 -01 .02 .00 .01 .00

Age of entrepreneur (47.31 9.27 -11 -09 -04 -05 -05 -04 -08 -08 -06 .04 .03

Note: With the large size of the combined sample, correlations greater than +.05 are generally significant at the p

< .05 level
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TABLE 5.
Linear Regression Results for the Effect of Expected Consequences of Growth on Growth

Motivation for the Full Sample.

Full sample Full sample with control variables

n=1158 n=1140
Workload .06* .05*
Work tasks .04 .05
Employee well-being 24FH* 24FH*
Personal income 10%** 09***
Control 09** 09***
Independence N Ko 10***
Survival of crises .09** .08*
Product/service quality .06* .05*
Manufacturing -.05
Service .00
5-9 employees -.05
10-19 employees -.06*
Old Firm -.07**
Female -.08***
Old entrepreneur .00
Adj. R? 24 24

Note: Forced entry of independent variables is used. Standardized regression coefficients are dis-

played in the Table. *= p< .05; **= p< .01; ***= p< .001. Single-tailed test of significance is applied.

39



TABLE 6.
Linear Regression Results for the Effect of Expected Consequences of Growth on Growth

Motivation for the Three Different Samples.

1986 Rank 1994 Rank 1996 Rank | Joint probability

Sample  order | Sample order | Sample order

n=287 n=338 n=533
Workload A1 2 .04 7 .02 7 .0015
Work tasks .04 7 15%* 2 .00 8 .0003
Employee well-being 27x** 1 19*** 1 25x** 1 .0
Personal income .07 4 .08 5 2% 4 .000007
Control .10* 3 .00 8 A3** 2 .00003
Independence .07 4 A1* 3 3% 2 .000004
Survival of crises .07 4 A1* 3 .06 5 .0002
Product/service quality .04 7 .08 5 .03 6 .04
Adj. R? 23 20 23

Note: Forced entry of independent variables is used. Standardized regression coefficients are dis-

played in the Table. *= p< .05; **= p< .01; ***= p< .001. Single-tailed test of significance is applied.
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Linear Regression Results for the Effect of Expected Consequences of Growth on Growth

TABLE 7.

Motivation Dividing the Sample Based on the Contingencies Industry, Size, Firm Age, Sex,

and Age.
Manuf. Service Retail 5-9 10-19  20-49 Old  Young | Male Fe- Oldent Young
n=571 n=340 n=246 | emp emp emp firms  firms n= male | n=569 ent
n=326 n=479 n=353 | n=771 n=372 | 1096 n=61 n=587

Workload .07* .08 .00 .07 .08* -.01 .07* .07 .06* -.10 .05 .06
Work tasks .04 .06 .02 A3** .05 -.05 .01 .10* .06* -.16 -.04 A2%*
Employee well- 23FF* D Q7FHAR Q3FFK | BOFHA QTR 200Kk | Q8% x 2% x| 26%*F* 13 24FFF QBFFK
being
Personal income A0%*  10* 10* A1* .06 A3F*F 127 05 JA0*** 19 A1F* 09**
Control .08* 10* .08 .07 A2*%* .08 A0%* .04 .09** A9 JA2** .06
Independence A1%* .09* 14* .02 A5FF* 13** |10 13** | .09***  .30* d4%** - 08*
Survival of crises .09* 10* .04 .07 .07 A3**  [.09** .06 .09** .06 .05 A2%*
Product/service .06 .04 .09 .06 .09* .00 .03 A1* .05 .06 .06 .04
quality
Adj. R? .22 .28 .16 .26 .24 21 .25 .20 24 .16 21 .26

Note: Forced entry of independent variables is used. Standardized regression coefficients are displayed in the

Table. *= p< .05; **= p< .01; ***= p< .001. Single-tailed test of significance is applied.
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TABLE 8.
Summary of the Results of the Hypothesis Tests from a Total of Seventeen Regression

Equations

Range of the stan- Total number of regressions | Total number of statistically
dardized regres- with positive regression significant occurrences
sion coefficient coefficient (out of 17) (out of 17)
Workload -0lto.11 15 7
Work tasks -.16t0.13 14 5
Employee well-being 1310.29 17 16
Personal income .051t0.19 17 12
Control .00t0 .19 17 10
Independence .021t0 .15 17 15
Survival of crises .04 10 .13 17 9
Product/service quality .00to0 .11 17 4

42



Expected consequences
of growth in terms of:

Workload

Work tasks
Employee well-being
Personal income
Control
Independence
Survival of crises

Product/service quality

Figure 1

Research Model

\Uj

Attitude
toward
growth




