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Learning gains for SME owner-
founders  

Through the 5Cs framework of business school 
growth programmes 
 
Andrew Greenman 

5Cs model.  This summary helps to articulate the value that is created when business schools and SME 

owners engage in meaningful and purposeful dialogue and learning. I conclude that business schools are in 

a unique institutional position to contribute to SME growth by creating learning ecologies that draw upon 

diverse expertise. I argue that, in so doing, they have a particular contribution to make as ‘institutional 

anchors’.  In the interests of anonymity, I have changed the names of any respondents whose feedback I 

have quoted.  

Keywords 

5Cs model; business schools; growth; leadership development; institutional anchoring.  
 

Introduction  

“I really gained a lot from Growth 100 but when I signed up I had very little idea what to expect or 

what I would get.  I read the course description; attended your breakfast briefing and spoke with 

some of your previous participants.  Despite all that I arrived at the first session with little idea of 

how I would gain.”  

(Tanya, SME owner). 

Tanya’s quote is taken from an interview conducted after she completed a 12-month business school growth 

programme called Growth 100.  It encapsulates a communication gap we experienced between a business 

school and local SME owner-founders.  The gap raises questions about how to connect theoretical 

knowledge to the practical challenges SME owners face when growing their firms. This raises a number of  

 

This article summarises my three years’ experience of being immersed in 

dialogue between SME owners and Nottingham University Business 

School.  I use participant insights to contribute a 5Cs model intended to 

help articulate learning gains for SMEs through business school 

programmes more generally.  I examine the question of how business 

schools can articulate better the learning gains for local SME owners of 

such growth programmes, using material from interviews, feedback 

forms, observations and a visual recording workshop.  I draw upon the 

perspectives of three cohorts of SME owner-founders on the value of 

attending a twelve-month business school programme, framed within the  
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questions about the value of business school knowledge. First, there is a question about the epistemological 

status assigned to business school knowledge. Second, there is a pedagogic question about how business 

school knowledge is absorbed and transformed to support profit-generating entrepreneurial activities. Third, 

the gap presents a real challenge for those involved in designing programmes intended to bring business 

schools and local SMEs into closer alignment.  Fourth, there is a policy question as the gap constrains the 

process of business schools becoming institutional anchors in the local economy (Young, 2013, Smallbone 

et.al 2015).   

As programme director for multiple SME programmes, I design and deliver leadership and management 

courses.  I approach this as an opportunity ‘to create a space in which the dialogue between business 

schools and small businesses can take place’ (Greenman, 2014).   

Background 

Evaluations of growth programmes report that learning is most valuable when it is closely connected to the 

realities of running an SME.  SME owners are time- and task-pressured.  They often work in isolation and 

lack the opportunity to create and review growth plans regularly.  Entrepreneurial activities intended to drive 

growth therefore tend to be opportunistic, untested and unplanned.  Growth occurs as part of the everyday 

activities that unfold in SMEs within the office, socially and at home (Down, 2006).   

Figure 1: East Midlands Region (Source: D2N2 Local Enterprise Partnership) 

 

Growth is a complex process directly influenced by the Leadership and Management (L&M) skills of SME 

owner-founders (Hayton, 2015).  This is problematic as many lack formal training (CIPD, 2014) and ‘strategic 

space’ to formulate and monitor growth plans (Jones et al 2013). SME policy has long sought to address 

these problems and recently business schools have been identified as central to developing entrepreneurial 

ecosystems (Auerswald, 2015).  More specifically, business schools are expected to contribute to L&M 

development (Barnes et al 2015, Lockett et al, 2013, Smallbone et al 2015, Young, 2013) to drive SME 

growth.   
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A number of business school initiatives have emerged to provide L&M progammes for SMEs (e.g., the Small 

Business Charter’s Growth Voucher scheme; Goldman Sachs 10,000, LEAD, London Stock Exchange Elite).  

In 2012, Nottingham University Business School (NUBS) was commissioned to develop a similar offering for 

Nottingham City Council.  The programme was part of a city growth plan that sought to increase the 

contribution of all types of SMEs (e.g., start-up, scale-up, family owned, all sectors) in the local economy.   

Growth 100: Design Principles  

Growth 100 was designed with two key learning aims.  First, to improve the business (i.e., its organisational 

design and processes) and second, to encourage leadership development in local SME owner-founders.  

The programme was guided by the following principles:  

1. Putting the SME owner at the centre of the programme.  Growth 100 was a bespoke programme 

designed by NUBS’ Executive Education to address the learning needs of SME owners.  These were 

established by asking applicants to provide personal statements explaining why they wanted to grow 

as leaders? What their growth ambitions were?  And how they expected the programme to help them 

to achieve growth? Interviews were also held to establish gaps in each applicant’s skills and 

practices. Learning needs and gaps were continuously evaluated and monitored to ensure the 

sessions were addressing participants’ needs.  

2. Drawing from a wide network of experts with relevant insights into small firm and 

entrepreneurial growth.  Growth 100 utilised a wide range of experts with direct experience and 

knowledge of SME growth.  This extended faculty included visiting professors, partners in 

professional service firms, business consultants, successful entrepreneurs and senior managers from 

local businesses.  

3. Delivering a high quality learning experience by using a variety of learning methods.  Growth 

100 included mini-lectures, action learning sets, individual reflection, a peer support network and 

other methods used in work-based learning (e.g. role-play).  This diverse mix encouraged participants 

to challenge each other and gain different perspectives on business growth. 

Growth 100 ran from 2013-2015 with three cohorts of 25-30 local SME owners completing.  There were 12 

sessions each lasting eight hours.  These covered a range of topics central to growing businesses, such as 

strategy, leadership, managing people, operations, sales, marketing and finance. 

During the programme two mentors (myself and one other faculty member) made fieldnotes by observing the 

learning as it unfolded. After the programme we conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 participants to 

ask about their experience of the programme. As programme director I was involved in the design, delivery 

and evaluation of every session.  From this position I was able to gain insight into how participants, mentors 

and guest speakers defined the value of growth. Participants were also asked to complete a poster 

summarising their growth plan. Using thematic analysis we analysed these materials and identified five 

learning gains that were consistent across all three cohorts.  To test the validity of these themes we hosted a 

visual recording workshop using funding from the Economic and Social Research Council.  During this 

workshop, participants were invited to annotate five posters with images representing the themes. The 

posters were created by one of the course participants (Cara Holland, Graphic Change).  The posters were 

placed on a wall with a printed definition.  The following section summarises these insights as the ‘5Cs 

Model’. Below, I include images of the posters and quotes from interviews.  
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The 5Cs Model  

The 5 Cs in the model are clarity, coherence, consistency, confidence and community. I deal with each of 

these aspects in turn.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Definition of clarity 

Clarity is vital for determining the strategic direction of growth.  It focuses attention on 

opportunities for profitable expansion and helps overcome challenges.   

Participants frequently cited the value of discussing with others their plans for business growth.  Gaining 

focus was the term they used, as comments on the first poster show.  Focus and clarity were key themes in 

the interviews as participants explained the value of gaining perspective on activities expected to drive 

profitable growth.  One participant described this as ‘abstracting their business’.  This summarises how the 

learning helped participants step away from their everyday tasks and take a more strategic view.  Clarity 

referred to focus within current activities and on future goals for growth.   

“I realised I needed to create time to pause and consider the next step.” 

“(G100) Gave us focus and direction to seek out more profitable markets and the ability to 

capitalise on them.”  

“I found the programme frustrating at first because I expected to be told which direction I should 

grow.  It took a while to realize I needed to work that through for myself.”   
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Definition of coherence 

Understanding the building blocks of business and how their interrelationships drive and sustain 

growth.   

Breaking business growth down into building blocks helped identify weaknesses and encourage continuous 

improvement.  Growth 100 produced this learning gain by creating a structure for regularly reviewing 

business performance.  Insights from guest speakers and participants were combined with frameworks (e.g. 

process mapping and analysing constraints) to find areas for enhanced performance.   

“I realised I did not know my business as well as I thought I knew it.” 

“It helped identify areas that needed focus and cut out distractions.”  

“G100 nudged me into improving our processes.” 
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Definition of consistency 

The discipline of regularly and rigorously monitoring performance of growth projects. 

Many participants explained how the programme encouraged them to review growth projects regularly.  

Celebrating success and discussing growth challenges helped participants to review their plans 

systematically.  Each session provided a milestone for reviewing performance and strengthening discipline 

(e.g. budgeting, tracking and measuring).  Participants reported how this created more time to focus on ‘high 

level challenges’ rather than getting tied up in detail.   

Rigour and systematic review built reassurance about the strategic direction of growth.  This increased 

awareness of the importance of monitoring and helped to embed more consistent management practices.   

“It made me think more objectively about which factors are attributable to successful firm growth.”  

“G100 helped create action plans with more purpose.” 
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Definition of confidence 

The self-belief to keep going and motivate others to follow your growth plans.   

The posters and self-evaluation questionnaires (see Figure 1 below) confirmed that increased confidence 

was a key learning gain from Growth 100.  This reveals the value placed on dialogue with other SME owners 

and experts.   

How did Growth 100 Impact on Your Business Growth?  

Participants reflected on how Growth 100 had broken them out of an insulated experience and provided an 

opportunity to discuss growth with a sounding board.  Increased confidence helped participants to evaluate 

growth decisions, renew motivation and recharge their energy.  

“I’ve got the confidence to dig deeper and look at why and how things happen.” 

“I now feel stronger to drive through business objectives and to experiment.” 

(See Figure 1, below) 
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Definition of community  

Dialogue with experts and likeminded business owners about the experiences and challenges of 

growth.   

Connecting with likeminded local business owners provided a rare opportunity to learn how others in similar 

sized businesses were experiencing growth.  This created a community of what one participant described as 

‘critical friends’ which included other SME owners and mentors who provided stimulation, conversation and 

support.   

The poster shows how business owners kept in contact after the programme, which supports the idea that 

business school programmes can help with developing entrepreneurial ecosystems.  Figure 2 below also 

validates the value of interacting with other business owners.   

“It opened me up to creating new contacts to widen my network.” 

“I realised the need to get external support to challenge what I do and why.” 

“It is vital to share experiences and your thoughts and emotions with other participants.” 
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Figure 1: How did Growth 100 Impact on Your Business Growth?  

 

Figure 2: What was most valuable about the learning experience? 

 

Implications for Business Schools 

The 5Cs model may be useful for articulating how business schools add value for local SME owner-founders.  

I summarise these gains as follows:    

1. Business schools provide SME owner-founders with an opportunity to gain clarity over the direction 

of growth.   

2. Business schools can enhance the coordination of the building blocks of business growth.   

3. Business schools can encourage more consistent reviewing of growth plans and projects.   

4. Business schools can renew the confidence needed for growth.   

5. Business schools can create communities that connect likeminded local SME owner-founders 

and extend their networks.   
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Business schools as institutional anchors 

These propositions help define the unique value that business schools bring to SME growth by extending the 

institutional anchoring mission of universities to drive regional growth. As I wrote in the Introduction, typically, 

this has been achieved through transferring technical knowledge through consultancy, corporate research 

projects, licensing IP and creating academic spin-outs. L&M programmes for SMEs add to these activities by 

drawing on the institutional power of business schools (Greenman and Holstein, 2016). This can be used to 

create learning ecologies that draw together diverse expertise to enhance L&M skills and practices.  

Business schools have a role to play in blending diverse forms of expertise into one learning space where 

SME owners can enter into dialogue with academic faculty and associates (e.g. visiting professors, 

professors-in-practice). Business schools can also draw on alumni who are habitual entrepreneurs, investors 

and members of professional service firms to add to the credibility and richness of the learning ecology. 

Finally, SME providers gain access to students who provide temporary support (e.g., placements, MBA 

company projects) and to careers and recruitment services. These institutional resources create gains for 

SME owners, Universities, faculty and local authorities through the unique dialogue business schools can 

have with SME owners. These gains are summarised in Table 1.  

Table 1: Wider Gains from Business School SME Programmes 

 Gains 

SME Owners  Access to business school research knowledge base.  

 A programme designed to expand leadership and management skills and 
practices.  

 A better understanding of how to draw on business school resources (e.g., 
student placements, projects (e.g., MBA projects) and graduate recruitment 
services). 

 Connections for technical consultancy (e.g., innovation vouchers)  

University/Business 

School 

 Financial and non-financial gains from running SME engagement programmes.  

 Reputational gains by demonstrating commitment to enhancing local 
communities. 

 Evidence of contributing to an enterprise ecology which may be leveraged in 
related funding bids (e.g., University Enterprise Zone) 

 Accreditation outcomes 

 Guest speakers and projects for taught programmes  

Local Authorities   Job creation including apprentices  

 A cohort of growth oriented SME owners 

 Reputational gains from being associated with local SME growth 

Faculty  A different audience with whom to develop the practical relevance of research  

 An opportunity to develop teaching and learning skills with business owners 

 Contacts for research  

 Reputational gains from being involved in a university programme  
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Overall, our experience suggests that executive education provides a space for SME owner-funders to move 

dynamically between relevant theory and practice (see conclusions).  

What business schools can offer SME owner-founders  

The 5Cs model also helps answer a typical SME owner-founders question of: ‘So what’s in it for me?’.  I 

summarise these implications in the example messages below:  

6. Business school programmes can help improve clarity over growth by providing a structure to 

review growth plans.   

7. Business School programmes can help provide greater control and cohesion, by regularly 

submitting SME growth plans for a health check that test how each part of the business is functioning 

and areas where improvements can be sought.   

8. Business School programmes can help monitor the implementation of growth plans.  This will add 

rigour to decision-making.   

9. Business School programmes provide a confidence boost and increase the energy required to lead 

growth.   

10. Growth programmes can create a community of likeminded business owners to share positive 

experiences and challenges.  

To achieve these gains a number of challenges had to be overcome. These are summarised in Table 2 

below.  Typically, such challenges involved preparing faculty and associates for sessions and managing the 

participants’ learning journey to ensure that the experience was relevant and useful as well as interesting.  

Developing a high quality learning ecology for SME owners is resource intensive, which is a key 

consideration for policy and universities.  

Table 2: Challenges in Business School Programmes 

Issue Challenge 

Recruiting and 
Managing faculty and 
associates 

To deliver high quality learning experiences it is necessary to 
recruit faculty and associates with expertise relevant for founding, 
scaling and exiting businesses.  This required a mix of academic 
knowledge,  teaching excellence and credible business 
experience.  Finding this presents a recruitment challenge.  

Balancing short-term 
fixes with deeper 
learning 

Many participants expected the business school to help resolve 
immediate challenges with quick fixes. This demand had to be 
balanced with encouraging participants to develop the ability to 
think more strategically and to resolve their own challenges.   

Accommodating broad 
growth intentions 

SME owners have different growth intentions.  This presents a 
challenge of ‘pitching’ programmes at people with different rates of 
growth in mind.  

Managing different 
meanings of growth 

There is no single agreed meaning of growth. Instead, there is a 
challenge in managing different and sometimes conflicting 
meanings (e.g., investment driven; encouraging entrepreneurial 
innovation; succession in a family-owned business; developing 
high performing work practices etc).  

Resources Creating and maintaining high quality programmes creates a 
significant resource need.  From design to delivery an excellent 
learning experience increases costs.  
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Summary  

In this article, I have presented the 5Cs model to summarise the value Growth 100 participants derived from 

a particular business school programme.  Although based on the experience of three cohorts within a single 

programme, the model suggests strongly the value for SME owners of joining a temporary community to 

review growth plans and learn about business growth regularly.  The business school provides a safe 

harbour for this learning.  Its networks and institutional positioning help connect SME owner-founders to 

entrepreneurial ecosystems.   

I have illustrated how SME owner-founders can overcome their doubts and uncertainties about the value of 

business school programmes.  More work is required to refine our understanding of both the learning gains 

that such programmes offer and the barriers to learning.  The findings suggest that real gains can be made 

to close the gap between business schools and SME owner-founders through a shared commitment to 

engaging in purposeful and meaningful learning.   

Conclusion 

Our experiences on the Growth 100 programme informed by the 5Cs framework suggest that business 

schools can impact positively on local SME growth by creating high quality learning ecologies.  These require 

new configurations of knowledge, especially the link between academic and extended faculty (consultants, 

professional advisors, habitual entrepreneurs), who are vital for building credibility.  The influence of 

experienced executive education faculty has been central to developing such a link and channeling it into the 

creation of a learning ecology. There are incommensurable differences between the interests of researchers 

and business owners. The former build general and abstract explanations of growth, whereas the latter 

demand relevant insights to resolve specific and pressing challenges. Executive educators can facilitate 

mutually beneficial exchange between these groups by deploying expertise in creating work-based learning. 

This is sensitive to the demands faced by business owners whilst maintaining the discipline and rigour of 

higher education. Executive education faculty have a key role in coordinating the interaction of ideas 

between theory and practice. They achieve this through the following activities: selecting faculty and 

preparing them and their material for sessions with SME owners; screening and selecting extended faculty to 

ensure they have the right mix of experience and interest in learning; managing the participants’ learning 

journey from application to graduation to ensure a quality experience; continuously monitoring the 

participants’ feedback and making adjustments where appropriate; and using and adapting learning activities 

that are commonly used in corporate L&M training programmes.  

We observed the impact of bringing diverse expertise together during sessions when participants were 

listening, reflecting and engaging in animated discussions.  The learning prompted ideas to be scribbled in 

pads or typed into smartphones. In interviews participants explained how they carried these insights back to 

the workplace and tested new growth practices.  

Real gains emerged when academic and extended faculty worked together with SME owner-founders to 

resolve practical challenges whilst also encouraging self-development, reflection and developing a more 

critical perspective on growth.    



 

e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, SUMMER 2016, VOL. 23, NO. 2 PAGE 45 WWW.AMED.ORG.UK 
CONTENTS 

In summary, business schools can make a valuable and unique contribution to SME growth by creating 

learning ecologies in which academics and extended faculty work together to translate and apply general 

models to the specific growth challenges of individual SME owners. In do so practical and theoretical 

knowledge becomes intertwined.  

I leave the final words to programme participants themselves: 

“G100 provided the much needed time away from the business for reflection on how my 

motivation and behaviours impact on business growth.   

It provided me with ideas on how to change and experiment with different approaches.” 

“I’ve developed as a leader and in turn have been able to encourage others to take on more 

responsibility and have great confidence in their abilities.”  

“My advice would be don’t rely on what you have done so far.  Be prepared to change.  And then 

change again.” 

“I gained insight on how to recalibrate my leadership and fit it into competing priorities and 

changing environments.  This drives me to go the extra mile even when it is not expected so I 

can step up and stand out from the competition.’ 

 ‘I realized I had become too insular in my business and needed to change my mindset.  ‘It’s not 

about doing more, it’s about doing things differently.” 

 “Give the course the commitment it deserves.  This will result in benefits for you.  Take time to 

reflect and put effort into learning.” 

 “Share the learning back at the office to help embed ideas into the business.” 

References 

Auerswald, P (2015). Enabling Entrepreneurial Ecosystems.  Kansas City: Kaufmann Foundation.   

Barnes, S, Kempster, S & Smith, S (2015). LEADing Small Business Growth through Leadership 
Development: Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.   

Chartered Institute for Personnel Development (2014). Leadership in SMEs.. London, CIPD.   

Down, S (2006). Narratives of Enterprise, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.   

Jones, O MacPherson, A & Thorpe, R (2010). “Learning in Owner-Managed Small Firms: Mediating Artefacts 
and Strategic Space”, Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, vol.22, no.7-8, pp: 649-673.   

Goldman Sachs (2013). Stimulating Small Business Growth, London: Goldman Sachs.   

Greenman, A (2014). Business Schools thinking big at the expense of smaller enterprises.  Financial Times. 
Available at: http://www.ft.com/cms/s/2/2d3e936a-7d34-11e3-a579-
00144feabdc0.html#axzz3yMWvd43R  

Greenman, A and Holstein, J. (2016) Trading Zones in the Process of Business School Institutional 
Anchoring: Enmeshing SME owners in Strategy Work, European Group for Organisational Studies, 
Conference - Naples, July 2016.  

Hayton, J (2015) Leadership and Management Skills in SMEs: Measuring Associations with Management 
Practices and Performance. BIS Research Paper Number 224. Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills.  

Lockett, A, Hayton, J, Ucbasaran, D, Mole, K & Hodgkinson, G (2013). “Entrepreneurial Leadership 
Capabilities and Growth”. ERC White Paper No.2.Enterprise Research Centre.  

Magnus, G (2013). Evaluation of the LEAD programme: a ten-month leadership development initiative for 
SME owner-managers.  Lancaster: Lancaster University Management School.   

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/2/2d3e936a-7d34-11e3-a579-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3yMWvd43R
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/2/2d3e936a-7d34-11e3-a579-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3yMWvd43R


 

e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, SUMMER 2016, VOL. 23, NO. 2 PAGE 46 WWW.AMED.ORG.UK 

Smallbone, D, J Kitching, & R Blackburn (2015).  Anchor Institutions and Small firms in the UK: A Review of 
the Literature on Anchor Institutions and their Role in Developing Management and Leadership skills in 
small firms. 

Young, Lord (2013).  Growing Your Business: A Report on Growing Micro Businesses.  London: HMSO.  

Acknowledgements  

The visual recording workshop was funded by an ESRC Impact Acceleration Award from the University of 

Nottingham.  The visuals were produced by Cara Holland from Graphic Change, www.graphicchange.co.uk. 

Growth 100 was funded by Nottingham City Council. 

About the author 

Dr Andrew Greenman is Assistant Professor in Small Business and Entrepreneurship at Nottingham 

University Business School.  He joined NUBS in 2008, having completed his doctorate, which was 

sponsored by the Economic and Social Research Council.  He has published on topics including institutional 

logics (Entrepreneurship and Regional Development); technology entrepreneurship (Journal of Technology 

Entrepreneurship); entrepreneurial activities (International Small Business Journal) and management 

fashions (International Studies in Management and Organization).  He is Director of Executive Education and 

has designed and delivered leadership and management programmes for Nottingham City Council.  Higher 

Education Innovation Fund, China South Railways and Tarmac.  Andrew also worked for seven years as a 

Senior Analyst in London providing research and consultancy to FTSE 100 companies.   

You can contact Andrew @ Andrew.greenman@nottingham.ac.uk 

 
 

http://www.graphicchange.co.uk/
mailto:Andrew.greenman@nottingham.ac.uk


 

 

A note about ISBE 
 

 We are a UK-based global network of 4,000 members that 

promotes excellence in small business and 

entrepreneurship by building bridges between researchers, 

policy-makers and practitioners.  

Our annual conference has become a premier event for this constituency, and 2017 heralds its 40th 

anniversary. 

We hold many regional events, including academic, entrepreneurial education and practical, skill-building 

workshops for small business practitioners and the business networks that support them.  We contribute 

actively to policy think-tanks and debates in response to government initiatives and other contemporary 

issues, and we actively support research via our annual Research and Knowledge Exchange (RAKE) fund, 

which is awarded to small business and entrepreneurship researchers to develop, produce and disseminate 

their work.  

Overall, ISBE contributes to the world of enterprise by disseminating relevant knowledge and skills, the latest 

research, and by supporting entrepreneurial education and encouraging debate.  www.isbe.org.uk   
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AMED stands for the Association for Management Education 

and Development, www.amed.org.uk. We are a long-

established membership organisation and educational charity 

devoted to developing people and organisations.  

Our purpose is to serve as a forum for people who want to share, learn and experiment, and find support, 

encouragement, and innovative ways of communicating. Our conversations are open, constructive, and 

facilitated. 

Through AMED, we strive to benefit our members and the wider society. Exclusive Member benefits include 

excellent professional indemnity cover at a significant discount, free copies of the quarterly journal e-O&P, 

and discounted fees for participation in a range of face-to-face events, special interest groups, and our 

interactive website. We aim to build on our three cornerstones of knowledge, innovation and networking in 

the digital age. Wherever we can, AMED Members, Networkers and Guests seek to work with likeminded 

individuals and organisations to generate synergy and critical mass for change.  www.amed.org.uk, or 

contact Linda Williams, our Membership Administrator, E: amedoffice@amed.org.uk, T: 0300 365 1247 
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