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Abstract

The traditionally important recruiters in the public sector and in large companies are gradually decreasing their share of employment creating a more important role for the SMEs in offering jobs for university business graduates. Thus, it is suggested that in the future business graduates will frequently engage in careers in the small business sector. However, according to recent surveys among university students in technical or business universities it seems that the preferred employers are still to be found among the large multinational companies. Studies suggest that small companies are not attractive to university students due to the lack of training and career advancement opportunities and lower salaries. We argue that the image may be more complex. In this study we provide the results of our analysis of 51 stories that were written by 2nd, 3rd and 4th year university students. We apply the passive role-playing method in order to investigate the images and perceptions of students with regard to small business management. We provided the students with a short frame story and invited the students to take the role of a small business manager and write about a normal day at a typical small business. The underlying assumption with the method is that individuals are able of imagining, observing, analysing and interpreting different situations and realities although not having any direct experience of them. The analysis aims at analysing the image of small businesses from the point-of-view of the business students and what kind of meanings the students give to managing a small business and working in it in a more general sense. Our results suggest, firstly, the stories written portray rich, detailed and concrete images of everyday life in a small business and, secondly, the stories portrayed a positive image of a small business consisting of a lot of work and long hours, yet providing challenging and interesting work in a pleasant working environment. This was particularly interesting since most of the firms described represented traditional industries and firms, i.e. firms not needing to be based on academic knowledge. The images of small businesses that are provided may also be served as cases to be discussed in the classroom in order to create a learning environment to discuss the existing presumptions and views and to make the students face and reflect their perceptions as well as their career aspirations. 
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Introduction

“How do we manage, how do we survive

Innovation, R&D, market research, internationalisation, good old fashioned luck

We just have to get it in, work through it in a minute, do or die

We have to keep moving or we fry, or at least get stuck.” (A quote from a student’s story)

In Finland, the entry rate to tertiary education is among the highest in the European Union and the number of persons completing a degree or qualification at the tertiary level of education has gone up more rapidly than before in the past ten years in Finland. In 1975, about 28.000 students acquired a tertiary degree as opposed to 42.000 in 1997. In 2001, nearly a quarter of the Finnish population (+15 years of age) had a tertiary degree (StatFin, 2003). The respective figures for university degrees (excluding polytechnic and college degrees) were 5.000 and 11.500. (Education in Finland, 1999) At the same time we know that the world of work is changing rapidly; large companies are downsizing and outsourcing and the public sector is aiming more at reducing the number of its employees than increasing it. As a result, the traditional recruiters will not absorb the huge number of graduates. Therefore, it is suggested that graduates will find themselves increasingly in small and medium-sized companies, which is seen to necessitate new skills from the graduates (especially self-reliance skills) (Hawkins – Winter, 1996). In fact already at the moment 44% of all business graduates in Finland work in organisations with less than 250 employees (including public sector organisations) (SEFE, 2003). More generally, the prospect of portfolio careers involving periods of salaried work, self-employment and unemployment is taken as the ‘model’ for the future careers of the young adults today (Henderson – Robertson, 1999). From the other point-of-view, it is also suggested that SMEs have important skills shortages that could be filled with the recruitment of university graduates, which is not very usual in many SMEs today (Roffe 1999, Brindley – Ritchie 2000). Hence, there is a double intensive to promote the recruitment of graduates in SMEs, firstly, to provide jobs that are not found elsewhere for the increasing number of graduates and secondly, to improve the skills base of SMEs – possibly to induce growth and positive development of these companies in the long-term. 

In this paper it is our aim to analyse the image of small businesses from the point-of-view of the university business students and what kind of meanings the students give to managing a small business and working in it in a more general sense. We believe that while the factual attributes, like pay and fringe benefits, are important in the ways graduates aspire different careers the image of small businesses is far more important than the factual reality. It does not really matter if SMEs throughout the world are offering more advantageous salaries if the students and graduates perceive SMEs to be an undesirable working place. Hence, we believe that this study helps to view the world through the eyes of the business student giving opportunities to work with that image for example in a class-room setting. 

Students perceptions of small businesses as a future working place 

It is suggested that there is a gap between universities and SMEs making it difficult for SMEs to recruit graduates, e.g. SMEs are suggested to work on the short-time horizon, they do not now what universities and graduates have to offer, recruiting is often done by non-specialists, SMEs lack formal induction programmes and structured training programmes for the graduates which all hamper the successful meeting and recruitment process of the graduate and the SME (Hawkins – Winter, 1996). 

In many studies it is found that recent university graduates although not having a strong view of their future career prefer working in large, multinational companies rather than in small firms (Roffe 1999). This is because they believe that pay, fringe benefits, long-term career prospects, job security (Brindley – Ritchie, 2000) as well as working conditions and marketability are less favourable in SMEs than in large companies (Moy – Lee, 2002). Interestingly in the Moy – Lee (2002) study the respondents did not believe that the job security would be better in large firms pointing towards the many recent news of company downsizing. On the other hand, the graduates believed that SMEs are superior to LSEs in terms of managerial relationships (interpersonal relationships with managers) and responsibility given. Furthermore, in the Brindley – Ritchie (2000) study working and being part of a team, opportunities for self-motivation and having a holistic view were listed by graduates as the key advantages in working in a small firm. These qualities were not, however, perceived to be sufficient to counter balance the negatively perceived financial and career advancement factors in SMEs. 

Hence, it is suggested that the image of small business for university students and graduates remain less favourable than the image of large companies for various reasons. However, since most university students do not have relevant working experience and the studies that aim to compare the attractiveness of small and large companies may offer a dichotomous view of the world, the contrasting element gives an either/or picture highlighting the objectively perceived financial and career factors. Hence, in this study, we wanted to explore the issue from a slightly different angle, through the images and perceptions the students have of managing and working in a small business. We hope that this new angle and approach may help to investigate the intuitive thinking of business students with regard to a career in a small business. 

Method: data collection and analysis 

We applied the passive role-playing method in order to investigate the images and perceptions of students with regard to small business management. In the passive role-playing the respondent writes a small story based on a frame story, either continuing the story or describing what must or could have happened before the situation described in the frame story. The underlying assumption with this method is that individuals are able of imagining, observing, analysing and interpreting different situations and realities although not having any direct experience of them. (Eskola 1991, Eskola – Suoranta 1998.)

We provided the students in the Master’s
 programme of the Turku School of Economics and Business Administration with a short frame story and invited the students to take the role of a small business manager and write about a normal day at a typical small business:

You are a manager at a (typical) small business. In one ordinary winter morning you arrive at your work place and start the daily activities. At the end of the day you discover the day having been fairly typical. Enter into the situation: Describe the company, its activities, the daily events and your own thoughts about your work and the work environment. 

The stories were gathered from two different courses both in conjuncture with the world of small businesses. Course 1 was a course of ‘Small business management and leadership’ in the studies of management and Course 2 was a course ‘Exports and internationalisation of small and medium sized enterprises’ in the studies of marketing. Besides the Finnish students, the Course 2 also had some foreign exchange students from Austria, Brazil, Spain, France, Mexico, Eritrea and Poland. Based on this heterogeneity (different subjects and different nationalities) we expected the material to be rich and provide for variations. The stories were collected in the introductory lectures of both of the courses; hence, we aimed at limiting the influence of the lectures in the stories but aimed at gathering students’ perceptions prior to the courses. It can be of course said that both courses dealt with small businesses, hence, it may be expected that the students were at least slightly favourable towards small businesses for seeking into the course
. The respondents had approximately 20 minutes time to write their stories. 

The data for the study consists of 51 stories out of which ten are written by foreign students. The stories written were fairly similar when comparing the length and the writing style. Most of the respondents had understood the assignment in the way suggested and described their typical day as a manager of a small business entering into the situation as themselves. However, there were also some variations. In some of the stories the respondent did not picture him/herself personally as the manager of a small business but instead described the work of a certain small business manager in the third person or the work of any small business manager in general. Some of the respondents also described the company they manage in detail where as others concentrated more on the activities of the day. Some of the stories cover the activities of a full day but in some the story of the day is not complete. Most of the stories were written in whole sentences but also different styles existed such as using bullets and incomplete sentences. One of the stories was written as a poem, and some stories consisted also of dialogues. 

There are several possibilities for analysing such a rich, qualitative data. For this research, we decided to concentrate on particular themes that would help us to form a  picture of the images and perceptions of students with regard to small business management. First, we wanted to compare the images of students to the actual reality of managers in business. Hence, we aimed at analyzing the tasks and functions that were described by Snow’s and Hrebiniak’s (1980) classification schema that has been recently applied also to study small business managers (Gorman – Bourke 2001). The results provide an overview of the activities the managers engage but the analysis remains at a rather superficial level. Hence, we conducted also a more inductive analysis of the stories. After a careful reading of the stories certain interesting themes emerged from the stories, such as working atmosphere in the small businesses and the inner feelings of the managers during the day. These themes were then analysed in more depth. 

Results 

Small businesses in a picture: describing a typical small business 

In most of the stories it was possible to conclude what kind of business the story described. These businesses could be (roughly) divided into four categories:  1) Traditional service companies (e.g. restaurants, pizzerias), 2) Traditional manufacturing companies (e.g. metal shops), 3) Professional service companies (e.g. consultancies, other business to business services) and 4) Sophisticated manufacturing companies (e.g. manufacturing sophisticated components). As it can be seen from the following table, most of the respondents had pictured a traditional manufacturing or service company as a typical small business. The amount of personnel (size of the business) was mentioned in 22 stories. It varied between 3 and 150 employees (incl. the manager).

	Type of business
	Number of stories

	Traditional manufacturing companies
	12

	Traditional service companies
	11

	Professional service companies
	10

	Sophisticated manufacturing companies
	7


Table 1: Types of businesses mentioned in the stories

The functions and tasks of a manager of a small business

We were able to classify the functions of a manager described in the stories using the classification created by Snow – Hrebiniak (1980). As it can be seen from the table 2 below, all of the functions in their classification could also be found in the stories written by the students. 

	
	Function
	Number of stories

	1
	Applied engineering
	1

	2
	Distribution
	3

	3
	Finance
	17

	4
	General management
	19

	5
	Legal
	2

	6
	Market research
	5

	7
	Personnel
	11

	8
	Production
	12

	9
	R&D
	4

	10
	Sales/Marketing
	40


Table 2: Functions of a small business manager (based on Snow-Hrebiniak 1980)

The categories are somewhat overlapping and leave room for interpretation, but they, however, give an idea of the image the students have regarding the different functions and tasks of a manager in a small business. It seems that the students consider the work of a manager of a small business to be very versatile and of multiple functions as can be seen from the following quote;

“We open the store, I read my e-mails and answer the telephone, clear up the day’s schedule and open the mail. At lunch time, I leave for a meeting with an importer to discuss a year contract and delivery times… I come back to work place and help in the store for a while during the busiest time.”

While the managers engage in different functions during the day, like in marketing, finances and production, it is also interesting that the scope of these activities is also rather wide. While the production function includes ‘typical managerial planning activities’, it also comprises actual participation in the production, i.e. working hands-on. The work of a manager did not differ so much from the work of the employees, for instance the manager could even help in repairing the copying machine.

“During the day time I take part in the normal activities of the restaurants, because I want to take part in working.”

Like in the Gorman – Bourke (2001) study, also in this research communications was an important part of the work of a manager in the stories (table 3). Communications in one form or another was mentioned in almost every story. 

“During the rest of the day I have time to answer a few e-mails, make a few phone calls and discuss with a couple of employees the advancement of their current projects.”

A considerable amount of time of the manager was spent in meetings, on reading and writing e-mails, talking on the telephone and in informal conversations. In some of the stories the manager also made tours around the company, talking with the employees and checking up on their work.  

	Communications
	Number of stories

	E-mail/mail
	21

	Telephone
	20

	Scheduled meeting 
	28

	Touring
	9

	Informal conversation
	17


Table 3: Means of communication of the managers in the stories

The changing world of work also came up in the stories analysed. The work of a small business manager also included participation in different projects; hence, the image of the managerial work and work in general in a small business is not so different from the image of work in large companies. 

The working atmosphere and the organisation in a small company 

Many of the stories described the working environment in the imagined small business. It would appear that the students consider the working environment in a small company to be a very positive one.  According to the stories, in a small company everybody appreciates and trusts each other, knows each other and everyone is equal. In some stories, the manager also describes his or her employees as motivated and skilful workers. The manager is one the workers and cares for his or her employees.

”Fortunately my employees are brilliant and it is nice to work in the firm.”

“In the company everybody trusts each other and thing are discussed openly.”

“It’s important for me to know what happens in my company and what happens in employees’ lives.”

There were also some exceptions to this very positive image. In some of the stories there were or had been difficulties in the relationships of the personnel. Few stories described the employees as lazy and coming late to work and doing work without real commitment.

Feelings and thoughts related to one’s own work as a manager

In many of the stories also the feelings and thought related to one’s own work as a manager of a small business were described. In quite a few stories the work was considered to be stressful and demanding, yet rewarding, since the work is very versatile (as it already could be seen from the different functions mentioned earlier) and it gives the ability to  be one’s own boss. Some of the respondents even described the work as a way of living.

“Sometimes it feels that these euros could be earned with less work, but then again it is very nice when one can set one’s own goals and nobody is bossing… All in all, I guess I have a sort of an entrepreneurial soul…” 

In addition, the managers were in a constant hurry and their day was very fragmented due to many interruptions. Some of the stories also presented a stereotype of a small business manager: coming early in the morning to work before others and being the last person leaving home late in the evening.
“It is typical that the days are long and I often have to come back in the evening…”

Some of the respondents also expressed their concern regarding the future of the business: how to manage and be successful. The managers in the stories were also concerned about the continuity of their employees’ work.

Discussion 

In general, to our surprise the students gave a much more positive image of the work in small businesses than we expected. On the other hand, based on the actual reported experiences of graduates working in SMEs the graduates had positive experiences, especially with regard to freedom and skills development not through formal training but learning on the job (Arnold et al 2002). Upon a closer look, it was possible to analyse this in more depth. 

Many of the stories deal with managing traditional service or manufacturing businesses which serve to demonstrate that the students externalise the story ‘of being a manager in a small business’ outside their own horizon. They believe that small businesses have much to offer but they cannot place themselves - as future business graduates - into this context but imagine that this world is reserved only for the managers of ‘kebab-pizzerias’. For example, none of the students described managing accountancies or auditing companies and in general, there were only few companies in professional services or in sophisticated manufacturing that could be seen to be the typical small businesses that business students would enter. 
In general, the image given by the students of the working life in small businesses seemed highly realistic (O’Gorman – Bourke 2001). Similarly to the O’Gorman and Bourke study, the managers also in this study seemed to be the ‘jacks-of-all-trades’ whose days were characterized by brevity and fragmentation, with the majority of the time spent in contact with their subordinates. For example, in the stories written by the students the most important (mentioned in most of stories) functions of a manager were general management and marketing, which was the case also in the O’Gorman and Bourke study. 
Furthermore, the students seemed to be re-producing the stereotypical myth of entrepreneurs working long hours. Hence, we may expect that the image of the small business manager going into work early in the morning and leaving late in the evening may act as a barrier for the students to seek into a managerial career in a small business (see also Mäki – Vafidis 2000). Yet understanding the increased demands on managers in any organisation, the long hours that are necessitated even in administrative and expert positions, it seems that in the eyes of business students this image may be falsely linked only to small business managers.

For this reason, we suggest that it is important to apply these images and myths as case studies in a class-room setting to make the students face their own stereotypes and be critical of them. In addition, these activities could help the students to reflect the positive sides (challenging work, responsibility, warm atmosphere) of small businesses. This could be a way of helping the students to find their place in a small business, and to construct together with their student friends new values and appreciation towards different posts and perhaps help them to realise that indeed ‘image is nothing, thirst is everything’ to use a slogan from the world of advertisements, i.e. that in the end the content of one’s work is far more important the image of it. It may be more rewarding to be the Marketing Manager at a SmallBiz, than in a LargeCo. 
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� In Finland, there is a strong preference for completing a Master’s degree at university level as the first university degree although following the other EU countries it is now possible to take a Bachelor’s degree as well. 


� Both of the courses were optional not mandatory courses. 
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