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Taking over the reins: the needs of
individuals who purchase small
established enterprises
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Abstract: Although many small firms are purchased as going concerns,
these businesses are rarely researched as a separate subgroup. Little is
therefore known about (a) the skills and competences required to run these
businesses; (b) the support and learning sources used by small business
purchasers (SBPs); and (c) whether there is a need for additional training
and support. This paper examines these issues through qualitative inter-
views, held with a selected sample of SBPs. The findings show that, while
the majority of owner-manager skills are developed through informal
learning methods, there is also a need for support that focuses on effecting
a smooth takeover, preserving the firm’s goodwill, maintaining trade levels
and building satisfactory relationships with inherited employees.
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A review of the literature on small firms shows that
businesses purchased as going concerns are rarely
researched as a separate subgroup. Moreover whilst
leadership succession within established firms is well
documented (see, for instance, Gilmore, 1988; Preece,
1998; Sharma et al, 2001; Birley, 2002), little is known
about the effects of a change of ownership and how this
might impact on a firm.

One reason that might help to account for the lack of
documentation in this area is the failure of many small
business researchers to disaggregate the ownership
context, particularly with regard to established firms. It
is therefore impossible to distinguish founder member-
owned firms from businesses that were purchased as
going concerns. Noting that, for example, the support
and training needs of those launching new enterprises
are very different from those taking over franchise

businesses (Paton, 2004), failure to disaggregate the
ownership context of established firms could have a
significant effect on research outcomes.

Noting that mature firms and start-ups prioritize and
apply key skills in different ways (Schuler and Jackson,
1987), it is likely that purchasers of going concerns will
also prioritize and apply skills in a particular way. Given
also that many of the problems facing small firms
change as different phases of development are entered
(Terpstra and Olson, 1993; Martin and Staines, 1994;
Huang and Brown, 1999), a change of ownership may
precipitate a new phase of development, which could
bring about a new set of problems and issues for the
business and impact on the type of management skills
required.

Whilst there is great deal of information regarding the
vulnerability and failure rates of start-ups (for example,
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Storey, 1993; Cressey and Storey, 1995), there is very
little documentation concerning the failure rates of firms
that have been purchased as going concerns. However,
Fuller’s study of the retail sector (1987) was able to
determine that approximately two out of every five
shops that were sold came back on to the market within
two years. This provides an indication that firms that
change owners may be as vulnerable as new businesses/
start-ups, thus highlighting the need for a
comprehensive understanding of: (1) the skills and
competences such firms need; (2) the utility of existing
support mechanisms in developing these skills; and
(3) what further support might be required.

Through interviews with small business purchasers
(SBPs), this paper seeks to explore these issues and
provide a platform for further research into this
neglected group of business owners. The paper begins
with a review of the literature concerning owner-
manager (OM) learning and small business support and
related to the context of the SBP. The objectives and
methodology of the study are then discussed, followed
by a review of the study findings. The paper concludes
by making recommendations for future support targeted
at SBPs.

Literature review

The way OMs learn has a direct impact on business
performance and growth (Hamel and Prahalad, 1993;
Pennings et al, 1994; Chaston et al, 2001), the success
of a firm being dependent on the ability to ‘. . . further
develop core competences. . .’ (Chaston et al, 2001,
p 141). The effective utilization of new sources of
information is therefore essential if a firm is to move
forward to an innovative dimension that will enable it to
respond to changing markets and take advantage of the
opportunities that emerge (Huber, 1991; Nonaka, 1994).

However, small firm OMs are often limited by the
scope of their learning, there being a tendency to rely on
the utilization of existing knowledge and experience
(that is, lower-level learning) for improvement and
modification. Although this type of learning may be
appropriate within production-orientated industries that
operate in relatively stable markets (Chaston et al,
2001), higher-level learning is more effective where
market conditions are subject to constant change and
intense competition (Nevis et al, 1995).

Whilst the type of learning that takes place is clearly
significant, the speed at which skills are acquired is
equally important, particularly with regard to taking
over an established enterprise, in which skills need to be
learnt very rapidly (Paton, 2004). Arguing that this is
one of the main factors distinguishing start-ups from
franchises, Paton emphasizes the importance of

specialized training, which he claims is the most
effective approach to rapid learning within this
context.

Establishing and addressing the training needs of SBPs

Given that many of the problems associated with small
business ownership are often attributable to a lack of
appropriate skills and competences (Dun & Bradstreet,
1994; Gatewood et al, 1995; Jennings and Beaver, 1997;
Fitzsimmons et al, 2001; LeBrasseur et al, 2003), access
to the appropriate training could help to alleviate these
difficulties (Garavan and O’Cinneide, 1994;
Shepherd and Douglas, 1996; Atherton et al, 1997; Gibb
and Cotton, 1998). However, establishing the training
needs of an SBP is a complicated process, as it is often
difficult to identify the areas in which training is most
needed, particularly as small firm owners frequently
perceive management as a ‘craft’ ‘. . .which is best
developed on the job rather than as a set of ideas and
skills that exist independently of the industrial
context. . .’ (Martin and Staines, 1994, p 31). It has also
been shown that OMs’ perceptions of their training
needs frequently differ from suggestions put forward by
training providers (Gill, 1988; Curran and Stanworth,
1988), particularly amongst the inexperienced.
Consequently, small firm owners often lack the ability to
judge their needs objectively (Gibb, 1987).

Problems may also arise regarding the content of OM
training programmes, which need to consider factors
such as the firm’s age, size and stage of development
(Mendham, 1985), although it is not always possible to
classify firms in this way due to the varying
characteristics that exist amongst them (DTI, 1999).
Generic programmes that have been designed to suit
everyone therefore rarely address the needs of all
participants (Carrier, 1999) due to the heterogeneity of
the small business sector. Hence the content of existing
courses for small firm OMs will not be wholly
appropriate for SBPs.

Learning through formal and informal training

Whilst formal training has been shown to help develop
some of the skills required for small business ownership
(Henry et al, 2004), the degree of actual learning that
takes place within a training environment is arguable.
Noting that training does not automatically lead to
learning, Antonacopoulou (2001) also argues that
learning may not always be an integral part of training,
especially if an organization is unable to provide the
infrastructure required to support the learning after
training has been completed. Moreover, an individual’s
perception of training is a unique one, which often lies
in complete contrast to that of the organization. She also
suggests that as each person holds different expectations
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of training, it often difficult for him or her to utilize the
knowledge gained. This is particularly evident when the
training is considered inappropriate and/or irrelevant to
the job, or it is not provided in the correct manner within
the proper environment. Whilst the relationship between
training and learning tends to be more evident when
individuals are looking to address organizational
priorities (Antonacopoulou, 2001), this questionable
relationship may be one of the reasons why small
business owners are often averse to management
training (Tait, 1990).

Whilst the degree of learning that takes place through
formal training activities remains arguable
(Antonacopoulou, 2001), informal training within the
workplace increasingly forms an integral part of
ongoing, lifelong learning in the majority of countries
(European Commission, 2001; OECD, 2003). The focus
on informal learning is, however, a relatively recent
phenomenon, public policy debate having shifted its
attention from formal education and training to the type
of learning that is ‘lifewide’ (Cheallaigh, 2001), with
additional emphasis being placed on experiential and
flexible self-directed learning (Dehnbostel and
Dybowski, 2001). As small business OMs learn more
quickly through practical experience (Hines and Thorpe,
1995; Eraut et al, 2000; Skule and Reichborn, 2002;
Zambarlouskos and Constantelou, 2002), informal
training frequently plays a key role in the development
of management skills. The prospect of rapid and flexible
learning also appears to be particularly appropriate with
regard to the needs of SBPs.

Given that informal training is closely associated with
the type of knowledge that is acquired from everyday
experiences (Polanyi, 1967; Marsick and Watkins,
1990), it also facilitates the development of tacit skills
(Abbott, 1993; Jary and Jary, 1999; Evans et al, 2004).
As tacit skills relate to the precise way in which tasks
are performed within a specific workplace, they can
only be learned through experience within that particular
environment. Informal on-the-job training is therefore
an extremely important aspect of learning in small firms
(Atkinson and Meager, 1994; Hendry et al, 1995) and
may be particularly important to skills development
amongst SBPs who are likely to be inheriting existing
processes and procedures rather than building them up
‘from scratch’. It should be noted, however, that given
the lack of formal guidance and structure inherent in
informal training, its success rests on a desire to learn
and build new skills and a willingness to interact
effectively with employees (Barber, 2004).

Experiential learning also plays a key role in OM skill
development. For example, Rae and Carswell (2000)
suggest that the majority of OM skills are developed
through this particular process – practical experience

being gained through problem solving, discovery and
basic trial and error (Young and Sexton, 1997; Deakins
and Freel, 1998). Moreover, small firm owners often
have access to a wide range of people from whom they
can learn, the majority of learning occurring through the
applied behaviour of these individuals: copying,
experimentation and opportunism being typical
examples (Gibb, 1997). This type of learning clearly
facilitates the building of essential ‘knowledge
reservoirs’ (Widding, 2005), which are often the key
determinants of how successful a firm eventually
becomes (Deakins and Freel, 1998, p 153).

Managerial skills are also enhanced by ‘learning
events’ that occur within the workplace (Cope, 2003),
these being the key components of ‘higher-level’
learning where existing knowledge may be ineffectual at
dealing with an immediate crisis and therefore acting
‘. . . as a catalyst for critical reflection and transforma-
tions. . .’ (Mezirow, 1991, p 14). Whilst experiential
learning is likely to be important to SBPs, they may not
initially have access to the type of business people that
would have come from building up a business over a
number of years. Similarly, the compressed time frame
within which they need to ‘get up to speed’ may provide
less opportunity for going through and reflecting upon
‘learning events’. Hence being able to draw on the
experience of others in the business is likely to be
important for SBPs as a way of building up their
‘knowledge reservoirs’.

Support and training provision

A growth of interest in the economic contribution of
small businesses and enterprise has been accompanied
by an increase in the level of public sector policy
initiatives to support the development of this sector
(Laukkanen, 2000; Westhead et al, 2001; Bennett and
Robson, 2003) and facilitate entrepreneurship (European
Commission, 2005; OECD, 2006). Initially, the most
important schemes were those provided by the
Manpower Services Commission and its successor, the
Training Agency, followed by a network of Training and
Enterprise Councils (TECs) (Meager, 1991), the first of
which were formed in 1990. Although TECs made a
significant impact on small firms (DTI, 1994), their pre-
packaged schemes were nevertheless unpopular amongst
many small firm owners (Curran, 1993).

The subsequent introduction of Business Links
complemented TECs by offering a simple framework of
support to small businesses on a nationwide level (DTI,
1994). The addition of Personal Business Advisers
(PBAs) also enabled Business Links to focus on
individual needs, which was shown to encourage the
take-up of assistance (Bryson et al, 1997). Key roles
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currently include the provision of practical advice to
small firms in areas such as finance and grants; health
and safety; IT; e-commerce; and tax returns
(www.businesslink.gov.uk, 2007). More recent attempts
to deliver effective support to small firms include the
formation of the Small Business Service (SBS), a
centralized initiative set up as a network of ‘Next Steps
Agencies’ (SBS, 2006). To improve efficiency further,
the SBS has led the cross-government Business Support
Simplification Programme, which aims to make it easier
for businesses to access support (DTI, 2007).

Despite the range of facilities available, many believe
that public support networks fail a lot of small firms
(Curran and Blackburn, 2000; Hussey, 2005;
Confederation of British Industry, 2005). This is partly
because OMs of established firms are often reluctant to
use government support agencies (Blackburn et al,
1999; Curran and Blackburn, 2000; Hussey, 2005),
which reflects a tendency to focus on start-ups (Curran
et al, 1995; Priest, 1997; Curran and Blackburn, 2000;
Hussey, 2005) and how best to support new venture
development (Norrman and Klofsten, 2009). Although
firms that have changed owners are clearly established
businesses, the SBPs who have little or no experience of
small business ownership are nevertheless excluded
from certain support schemes.

The sometimes high costs and perceived
inappropriateness of the training on offer (Marshall et
al, 1995; Curran et al, 1997; Curran and Blackburn,
2000; Confederation of British Industry, 2005) also act
as a barrier to take-up, despite proof that OM training
programmes can help to develop the knowledge and
skills relevant to small business ownership (Henry et al,
2004). A need has therefore been established for more
innovative, sophisticated methods of intervention that
will actively encourage take-up (PIU, 2001; HM
Treasury, 2002). The informality of the training methods
favoured by small enterprises also suggests that support
providers might concentrate more on identifying and
supporting effective informal practices in existing small
firms (Doyle and Hughes, 2004). In developing any
support programme for SBPs, such issues would need to
be considered.

Whilst the popularity and effectiveness of public
support networks remains arguable, research shows that
small firm owners frequently take advantage of private
sector assistance (Cosh and Hughes, 1998; Bennett et al,
2000), which is often more effective (Mole, 2002;
Bennett and Robson, 2003; Gooderham et al, 2004).
Moreover whilst the take-up of these facilities is on the
increase, usage of public sector services continues to
decline (CBR, in Bennett and Robson, 1999b; Hussey,
2005). Although a wide range of services can be
obtained from organizations such as the Federation of

Small Businesses (FSB: www.fsb.org.uk, 2007) and the
Small Business Bureau (SBB)
(www.smallbusinessbureau.org.uk, 2007) one of the
most popular sources of advice is accountants
(Atkinson, 1994; Bryson et al, 1997). Whilst this is
frequently attributed to the compulsory elements that are
contained within the relationship (Kirby and King,
1997), the longevity of the association also provides
enormous potential for the development of intimacy and
trust (Marriott and Marriott, 2000; Nordhaug, 2000).
Consequently, accountants are often regarded as an
integral part of the business (Gooderham et al, 2004).

Overall, the literature highlights a number of key
issues that are relevant to this study. For example, skill
prioritization, support needs, training requirements and
learning strategies are frequently influenced by factors
such as business type and the firm’s growth stage.
However, one of the most important factors to emerge is
the failure of researchers to disaggregate ownership
context, which makes it impossible to identify those
businesses that were purchased as going concerns within
previous research findings. It has nevertheless been
possible to make some inferences from the literature
regarding the particular features of different types of
learning and their appropriateness for SBPs. Previous
research also highlights the fact that existing support
provision for small firms does not appear to recognize
SBPs as a group requiring tailored provision.

Research questions and methodology

In order to fulfil the objectives of this exploratory study,
three research questions were outlined:

(1) How do SBPs prioritize skills?
(2) What are the learning methods and knowledge

sources most favoured by SBPs?
(3) What are the support and training needs of SBPs?

To address these questions, it was felt that a qualitative
approach would yield the best results as it provides the
researcher and interviewee with a wide degree of
latitude (Seidman, 1991; Sturges and Hanrahan, 2004;
Opdenakker, 2006). Whilst quantitative research
methods such as postal questionnaires would provide
basic information pertaining to skill prioritization,
learning sources and respondents’ personal details, this
particular approach was considered too narrow in scope
to: (1) determine whether skill prioritization is
influenced by small firm ownership within this context;
(2) establish why particular learning sources are more
effective than others; (3) identify the areas where
support is most needed; and (4) determine how training
and support needs might best be addressed.

Although there are several ways of collecting
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Table 1. OM interviewees’ personal details.

Interviewee number and Ownership status Length of time Number of Age range
business type business owned employees of owners

(1) Tea rooms (Totnes) Joint owner (spouse) 2 years 4 36–55
(2) Tea rooms (Totnes) Joint owner (spouse) 6 years 3 36–55
(3) Window cleaner (Totnes) Sole owner 3 years 0 16–35
(4) Flower shop (Totnes) Joint owner (spouse) 9 years 2 36–55
(5) Gift shop (Totnes) Joint owner (friends) 18 months 3 36–55
(6) Gift shop – craft (Totnes) Joint owner (spouse) 3 years 2 36–55
(7) Café owner (Torbay) Joint owner (spouse) 6 years 0 36–55
(8) Skip hire (Torbay) Sole owner 4 years 3 36–55
(9) Pet shop (Torbay) Sole owner 19 years 2 56+

(10) Guest house (Torbay) Joint owner (spouse) 3 years 4 36–55
(11) Hotel (Torbay) Joint owner (spouse) 12 months 25 56+
(12) Hairdresser (Torbay) Sole owner 2 years 1 16–35

qualitative data, many are unsuitable for use with
samples that are widely dispersed geographically and/or
where time constraints make it difficult to organize
activities such as focus groups (Morgan and Krueger,
1993; Kitzinger, 1994; Newby et al, 2003).

Face-to face interviews were therefore considered the
most effective way of obtaining the information
required, as meetings could be arranged at a time to suit
the interviewee. It was decided that the interviews
should adopt a semi-structured format, as this would
allow the researcher to explore key issues in depth
whilst retaining a specific frame of reference (Bell,
1993; May, 1993; Sturges and Hanrahan, 2004).

Whilst semi-structured interviews were considered
the most appropriate method of data collection, this
particular approach carries several disadvantages that
need to be taken into consideration (Opdenakker, 2006).
For example, whilst the accounts provided by the
interviewees may be a genuine reflection of their
thoughts and experiences, there may be additional
events and/or circumstances surrounding these
experiences of which they are unaware (May, 1993).
There is also a danger of introducing bias into the
research, particularly when the researcher holds strong
views on the topic(s) under discussion (Bell, 1993).
Although this was unlikely to occur here, interviewees
could still be influenced by the researcher’s manner and
approach (Seidman, 1991).

Given that the advantages of this particular research
method far outweighed any disadvantages, data were
collected via semi-structured interviews held with 12
individuals, all of whom had purchased a small going
concern.

The interviewees were purposively selected to ensure
maximum variation within the sample (Patton, 1990).
The sample therefore comprised SBPs of various ages
who owned different types of business (see Table 1).
Other differences included the number of employees

(0–25) and the length of time the business had been
owned (1–19 years). Whilst the majority of interviewees
owned the business jointly with a spouse or partner, four
were sole owners. As there was no pre-existing database
of small firms from which a sampling frame could be
drawn, the sample was obtained from commercial estate
agents and accountants.

Recorded through written transcripts, analysis of the
data comprised three main phases: data reduction, data
display and conclusion drawing/verification (as
suggested by Miles and Huberman, 1994). The first
phase of the analysis involved streamlining the amount
of text contained within the original transcripts so that
preliminary conclusions could be drawn and verified
(Tesch, 1990; Chenail, 2000). The transcripts were
therefore re-examined and rewritten, particular attention
being paid to data exemplars that could be used to
illustrate and/or support key points of significance. This
process was followed by the construction of individual
interviewee matrices, which were used to identify and
code areas of similarity within the text, a typical
example being the interviewees’ claims that public
sector support provision was geared towards start-ups.
From the patterns and commonalities that subsequently
emerged, preliminary conclusions were then drawn.

Results

Skill prioritization

The interviews revealed a number of key skill areas,
which are represented in Table 2. Also included is the
number of OMs who claimed these skills were
important to successful small business ownership within
this context.

Notably, the interviewees believed that the mainstay
of successful small business ownership was based on the
ability to (1) build good customer relations, (2) manage
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Table 2. Key skill areas and perceptions of importance.

Building effective customer relations (12 OMs)
Managing the business generally (12 OMs)
Managing finances (12 OMs)
Managing staff (10 OMs)
Formal business planning (6 OMs)
Dealing with suppliers (3 OMs)
Health and safety issues (2 OMs)
Information technology (2 OMs)

staff, (3) control the firm’s finances and (4) manage the
business generally. However, the emphasis placed on the
need to develop these particular skills was significantly
influenced by the fact that the business had been
purchased as a going concern. For example, being able
to manage the business and build effective customer
relations was considered essential to effecting a smooth
takeover, sustaining trade levels and preserving the
goodwill of the business.

‘You can’t build it all up gradually like you can with
a new business . . . you’ve got to know what you are
doing straight off. . .’ (Interviewee 4)

‘If you have no customers, you have no business, it is
as simple as that. . .’ (Interviewee 2)

For the eight SBPs who had inherited employees, having
the ability to manage staff was also rated highly, as
building satisfactory working relationships with these
people could be difficult. Whilst the interviewees
believed that the majority of problems were merely
a reaction to change, they were nevertheless of
the opinion that gaining the acceptance of existing
staff frequently required exceptional people
skills.

‘If you have problems with existing employees your
life will be a misery . . .you really have know how to
handle these people if you are going to get them on
board. . .’ (Interviewee 6)

Significantly, small firm ownership within this context
could also be linked to the low priority given to
particular skills. For example, the majority of
interviewees felt that health and safety issues were
likely to be less problematic for those who purchased
established businesses, as they were able to follow
existing policies and procedures. Marketing skills
were also given low priority, although it was
generally felt that this particular skill could be
important when looking to launch new products/
services.

Preferred learning methods

The interviewees exploited a number of learning
sources, all of which focused on the gaining of practical
experience.

The richest source of learning amongst the SBPs
interviewed was the time spent working alongside the
present owner, when they learnt not only about the
business but also about the skills required to manage it.
Those who had inherited employees claimed that this
helped them to gain acceptance and they therefore
experienced fewer problems than the five SBPs who had
not exploited this opportunity.

The following comments illustrate the numerous
benefits that may be afforded by working with the
present owner(s) prior to takeover:

‘. . . No amount of formal training can equal what
can be learnt from becoming physically involved
with the business before taking it over . . . the only
way you can really learn about a business is to run
it. . .’ (Interviewee 9)

‘I think the only way you are ever going to get the
staff on your side is to work with them before you
actually take over. . .’ (Interviewee 7)

Significantly, four out of the five OMs who had not
worked alongside the present owners expressed regret at
not having done so, each being of the opinion that those
who purchase going concerns  ‘. . . need to get to know
the business before they actually take it over. . .’
(Interviewee 9).

Informal training also played a major role in the
development of skills. Spawned by the identification of
a specific skill gap, a wide range of activities took place
and frequently involved the whole working team. Whilst
the training focused primarily on the technical elements
of the business, the OMs nevertheless claimed that it
also enhanced their management skills. Significantly,
informal training also took place during the time spent
working alongside the present owners when it was used
to teach the key skills required to run that particular
business.

Specific sources of outside assistance were also
shown to be key learning facilitators, the most popular
being accountants who were often perceived as an
integral part of the business. Further questioning
revealed that this is because the advice and support
they provide enables SBPs to acquire ‘. . . invaluable
knowledge. . .’ that can be used to improve
management skills and abilities. For those who had
not spent time working alongside the present owner,
accountants were considered the richest source of
learning.
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Although informal training and outsider assistance are
key mechanisms for the development of specific OM
skills and competences, most of the learning that takes
place comes from practical experience, in which trial
and error, experimentation, discontinuous events and the
repetition of particular tasks are the mainstays of
ongoing learning and development.

Support and training needs

Notably, just five of the OMs interviewed had used
public sector support, namely Business Link, which had
been contacted for advice on specific issues including
government-sponsored training. Commenting favour-
ably on the quality of the service, the interviewees were
nevertheless of the opinion that public support networks
were more likely to benefit those embarking on new
ventures. The perceived inappropriateness of course
material also contributed to the low take-up of formal
training, which tended to focus on new business
creation. Although it was generally argued that
technical training was more important than
management training, the interviewees nevertheless felt
that management training for SBPs would help to effect
a smooth takeover and ensure that trade levels were
maintained.

Consequently, the majority of OMs were in favour of
support and training that focuses on the particular needs
of those who purchase going concerns. Exploring the
type of training that would be most beneficial identified
a need for fast-track training that is undergone before
the business is taken over, this particular approach
enabling prospective OMs to gain insights into the
concept of small business management relatively
quickly. However, the interviewees claimed that in order
to be effective, training providers should adopt a less
formal style of delivery than the traditional classroom
teacher environment and move away from the ‘one-size-
fits-all’ concept. In this instance, the interviewees
suggested that such training might be delivered via
discussion groups, which would significantly broaden
the scope of the programme and enable OMs to broach
particular issues.

‘Having an open forum would allow us to discuss the
issues that affect our particular type of business as
well as the general problems we are all likely to
face. . .’ (Interviewee 8)

Notably, the majority of interviewees felt that such
training should be followed by a period of working
alongside the present owners, which would enable OMs
to apply what they had learnt to the working
environment as quickly as possible.

Discussion

Skill prioritization

Whilst skills were often prioritized in accordance with
the elements that were critical to the particular industry
(Scott and Roberts, 1988; Norman, 1991), the emphasis
placed on the essentialness of effective management and
people skills was also significantly influenced by the
fact that the business was purchased as a going concern
– successful small business ownership within this
context being largely dependent on: (1) the smoothness
of the takeover; (2) the maintenance of trade levels;
(3) the preservation of the firm’s goodwill; and (4) the
building of satisfactory relationships with inherited
employees. Such findings therefore provide a further
indication that skill prioritization is frequently
influenced by specific and current objectives (Norman,
1991; Curran et al, 1996).

Learning methods and knowledge sources

The research revealed that experiential learning and
informal training activities were the primary learning
sources for those who purchased established businesses.
This clearly supports the findings of other researchers,
which show that the majority of OM skills are developed
through practical experience (Deakins and Freel, 1998;
Sullivan, 2000; Cope and Watts, 2000; Cope, 2003) and
informal training (Goss and Jones, 1992; Curran, 1993;
Nove et al, 1995). However, the richest source of
learning is that which takes place when time is spent
working alongside the present (previous) owner(s),
when experiential learning and informal training also
play major roles. The benefits afforded by this ‘multi-
method context-specific’ approach therefore underscore
the findings of other research, which shows that skill
development is significantly influenced by a wide range
of learning mechanisms including informal training, trial
and error, observation, copying and experimentation
(Gibb, 1997; Young and Sexton, 1997; Deakins and
Friel, 1998).

The amount of learning generated from practical
experience within the working environment also reflects
the findings of Antonacopoulou (2001), who suggests
that formal training (taken outside the business)
frequently lacks the factors that are essential to effective
learning (for example, timing, relevance, environment).
The fact that it is often difficult to transfer what has been
learnt via formal training back to the workplace
provides a further reason why the majority of skills are
developed through informal learning methods, and
moreover, why working alongside the previous owner
(in the actual working environment) is essential to
successful small business ownership within this context.
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Whilst informal training and experiential learning are
clearly the key sources of learning, a great deal was
also learnt from accountants (the most frequently
used single source of external advice). These findings
therefore reflect the results generated by other studies,
which show that accountants are fast becoming the
most popular source of support and assistance to
small firm owners (Atkinson, 1994; Bryson et al, 1997;
Mole, 2002; Bennett et al, 2000; Gooderham et al,
2004).

Support needs

The results clearly show that those who purchase going
concerns have very specific support needs. The fact that
public sector support networks are (1) rarely used and
(2) perceived as a source of assistance for new ventures
tends to underscore the findings of other studies, which
highlight the tendency of support providers to focus on
start-ups (Priest, 1997; Curran and Blackburn, 2000;
Hussey, 2005). The majority of interviewees believed
that training should be available for those who
purchased going concerns, which provides further
evidence that the uptake of these facilities might be
greater if suitable programmes were available (Cosh and
Hughes, 1998). The fact that the richest source of
learning came from the hands-on support and guidance
provided by the previous owner suggests that SBPs
would benefit from mentoring, this being another way
of obtaining practical help and ongoing assistance.
At present, however, support networks might find
it difficult to offer this facility due to (1) a shortage
of personnel who are familiar with the needs of
SBPs and (2) financial restrictions that prohibit
the allocation of resources for this particular
purpose.

The research findings show that there is very little
support available for those who purchase established
enterprises, most of the available facilities being aimed
at new business creation (Priest, 1997; Curran and
Blackburn, 2000; Hussey, 2005). Given that the needs of
SBPs are clearly very different from those of start-ups,
policy makers should be made aware of this, particularly
with regard to the introduction of new schemes and
initiatives and/or when looking to improve the facilities
currently on offer. For example, training providers
should consider broadening the scope of existing OM
training programmes to include all those new to small
business ownership, instead of focusing only on
individuals launching new enterprises. Similarly,
public support networks need to be aware of the
specific issues and problems facing SBPs and
provide them with access to the appropriate support and
information.

Conclusions

The study provides an insight into the needs of firms
that are purchased as going concerns and how they
frequently differ from start-ups.

The findings also show that the importance attached
to particular skills frequently reflects the key elements
that are required for successful small business owner-
ship within this context. Whilst the learning methods
adopted by SBPs reflect those used by the majority of
small firm owners, the richest source of learning comes
from the time spent working alongside the present
(previous) owner(s) prior to taking over the business,
when OMs are able to (1) work within the environment
in which they will be operating and (2) develop a wide
range of situation-specific skills via numerous learning
mechanisms.

Despite the preference for informal methods of
learning, a need was nevertheless established for
(1) support that focuses on the particular issues that
concern those who purchase going concerns and (2) the
provision of fast-track training that takes place before
the business is taken over.

Given that very few programmes have been developed
for individuals who take over established enterprises, it
is concluded that support and training providers need to
broaden their range of facilities to ensure that
appropriate support and training are available. Such
facilities should also include the option of using a
mentor, particularly with regard to those who are unable
(for whatever reason) to spend time working alongside
the present/previous owner.

Whilst the study makes a significant contribution to
the existing literature on small firms, there are a number
of areas in which further research is required. For
example, although the research showed that SBPs often
experienced difficulties with regard to inherited
employees, no attempt was made to identify the precise
nature of these problems and/or the areas in which
advice and support were most needed. Similarly, whilst
the key role played by informal training was clearly
highlighted, the study did not examine the precise nature
of these activities and/or which were the most beneficial.
The need for further research in this area is therefore
evident, as it would not only help to identify the most
constructive activities, but would also provide insight
into how such activities might be exploited by support
and training providers to assist and encourage skill
development.
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