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“Business Growth”—Do
Practitioners and
Scholars Really Talk
About the Same Thing?
Leona Achtenhagen
Lucia Naldi
Leif Melin

The current growth literature has stalled over which measures to use in empirical studies,
causing a fragmented theory base. This paper claims that there is a third issue that further
curbs efforts in developing a better understanding of business growth. Based on a thorough
literature review, a quantitative, and a qualitative study, we find that academic scholars and
entrepreneurs do not talk about the same thing when they say “business growth.” For
practitioners, growth is a more complex phenomenon—with a strong emphasis on internal
development—which differs from the simplified conceptualization of growth used in empiri-
cal studies.

Introduction

For the development of entrepreneurship as an academic field, the proximity to
practitioners has always been pivotal. Indeed, the title of this journal indicates one attempt
to successfully link theory and entrepreneurial practice. Nevertheless, if entrepreneurship
is to be a practitioner-oriented subject, business growth should be defined, measured, and
studied in a way that is meaningful and relevant to entrepreneurs and their praxis. Thus,
definitions of business growth and their operationalizations would have to reflect what
practitioners perceive as central to business growth, and empirical studies should focus on
growth aspects crucial to the entrepreneurs and their business activities. Yet, in a research
program on strategic, organizational, and entrepreneurial aspects of continuous business
growth, we have frequently come across comments from practitioners who were frustrated
about their experience with scholars studying the “wrong questions” regarding business
growth and politicians having the “wrong assumptions” when deciding on policy mea-
sures to foster growth. This frustration implies the relevance of a third issue beyond the
two issues that are commonly found to be problematic with regard to the study of growth.
The first issue concerns which measures are suited best to capture growth, and the second
refers to the claim that the growth literature is too fragmented to build a comprehensive
theory of growth.
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The third issue, elaborated on in this paper, concerns a gap between what business
growth means for practitioners and how it is defined and measured by academic scholars
(and, influenced by academic research results, referred to by politicians and policy
makers). Based on a thorough literature review as well as a quantitative and a qualitative
study, we argue that the study of business growth not only suffers from the choice of
growth measures and the fragmentation of the current literature, but from a gap between
these measures and how practitioners perceive business growth.

First, this paper extends existing reviews on growth studies and comprehensively
reviews studies on growth published in four leading entrepreneurship journals between
1997 and 2008. We analyze the conceptualization and operationalization of growth used
in these studies. While there is little consensus on how to measure business growth in
entrepreneurship studies, there seems to be a general agreement on the usefulness of such
growth measures. Measuring growth by using simple formulas—at least implicitly—
assumes that entrepreneurs view growth and success in the same terms (or measures). Any
reflections on the usefulness of different measures are based on their theoretical and
methodological usefulness. Few reflect on the practical relevance of the measures, how
close they get to entrepreneurial practice, or how entrepreneurs perceive growth. Based on
these findings, our empirical investigation is twofold. We begin with a large-scale quan-
titative study, based on a stratified probability sample of 2,455 small- and medium-sized
companies in Sweden. Using correlation analysis and multiple regression analysis, we test
the relationships between the commonly used measures of firm growth (employment
growth, sales growth, profit, return on equity [ROE], return on assets [ROA]) and entre-
preneurs’ perceived growth relative to their competitors in terms of increase in company
value. Our results point to a very weak correlation between growth measures used by
entrepreneurship researchers and the respondents’ perceived increase in company value
relative to their competitors. In addition, the results show that the same independent
variables do not explain the commonly used measures of growth and entrepreneurs’
perceived growth. Thus, the quantitative findings confirm the existence of a gap between
growth measures commonly used in academic research and what entrepreneurs perceive
as actual growth for their own businesses. To further explore these findings, we then
conduct an explorative qualitative study of three groups of Swedish small- and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs). In semi-structured interviews, we asked 30 entrepreneurs of
young-growth firms, high-growth firms, and continuous-growth firms about what the
notion of business growth connotes to them and how this translates into their business
reality. The results from this qualitative study confirm the gap identified in the quantitative
study and allow us to generate a number of suggestions for how research on business
growth could become more meaningful and relevant to both practitioners and academic
scholars. We hope that our study will contribute to a necessary re-conceptualization of
business growth in future research.

The remainder of this paper is divided into four sections. The first section reviews how
growth has been conceptualized and measured in entrepreneurship studies. We then
introduce our quantitative study, and describe the data, sample, variables, as well as our
findings. Third, we present the qualitative study and the findings derived from it. Lastly,
we discuss the conclusions and implications of this study.

Conceptualizing and Measuring Growth in Entrepreneurship Studies

Growth has been conceptualized and measured in a number of different ways
(Davidsson & Wiklund, 2000; Wiklund, 1998). In her seminal study, Penrose
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characterizes the phenomenon of growth as follows (1959, p. 1): “The term ‘growth’ is
used in ordinary discourse with two different connotations. It sometimes denotes merely
increase in amount; e.g., when one speaks of ‘growth’ in output, export, sales. At other
times, however, it is used in its primary meaning implying an increase in size or improve-
ment in quality as a result of a process of development . . . in which an interacting series
of internal changes leads to increase in size accompanied by changes in the characteristics
of the growing object.” Thus, Penrose differentiates between growth as an “increase in
amount” and as an “internal process of development.”

The distinction between growth and size has been operationalized by Whetten (1987),
who notes that size is an absolute measure, whereas growth is a relative measure of size over
time.Yet, when it comes to measuring growth empirically, the confined conception of firm
growth as “increase in amount” continues to dominate the entrepreneurship field. Namely,
focus is placed upon outcome-based indicators which denote an increase in size or amount.

Current Reviews of Business Growth Studies
Comprehensive reviews of the different indicators and formulas used when measuring

growth empirically have been conducted, e.g., by Weinzimmer, Nystrom, and Freeman
(1998) and Delmar (1997). Weinzimmer et al. conducted an exhaustive review of 35
articles published in nine leading strategy, organization, and entrepreneurship journals
between 1981 and 1992.1 The authors find that 83% of the studies used sales (or revenues)
as a concept of growth, and nearly three-quarters of these studies used sales as their only
measure of growth (p. 238). Employees were used as a growth measure in 17% of the
studies, and assets in 8%. Only 22 of the 35 studies included in the review reported an
identifiable formula for their measure of growth. Nineteen studies analyzed growth as a
difference between first-year and last-year sizes. Three studies used subjective self-
reported measures, which Weinzimmer et al. (p. 238) judged to be “an approach subject
to both systematic bias and random differences in interpretation.” The authors continue to
examine the effects of using different growth measures and alternative growth formulas.
They find that “the three alternative formulas used to operationalize sales growth produced
different results, in terms of significance, direction, and explained variance” (Weinzimmer
et al., p. 249). In addition, they continue, “[m]ore worrisome, independent variables
behaved differently depending on the particular formula used for sales growth. Therefore,
many findings from previous research on determinants of organizational growth appear
suspect and deserve replication” (p. 251). In conclusion, the authors stress the importance
of establishing theoretical justification for selecting appropriate concepts.

Delmar (1997) focuses his review on growth as a dependent variable. He analyzes how
the calculation of single performance indicators of growth affect model building and theory
development, arguing that the growth literature has put too little emphasis on the measure-
ment of growth. Delmar reviews 55 empirical studies, published between 1989 and 1996,
which use growth as dependent variable.Almost 70% of the reviewed articles are published
in Journal of Business Venturing, Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Regional Studies,
and Small Business Economics. He finds that 30.9% of the studies used turnover/sales,
29.1% used employment, 18.2% multiple indicators, and 12.2% performance as measures
of growth (p. 202). Delmar agrees with other authors (e.g., Chandler & Hanks, 1993) that

1. Academy of Management Journal, Administrative Science Quarterly, American Sociological Review,
Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Journal of Business Venturing, Journal of Management Studies,
Journal of Small Business Management, Organization Science, and Strategic Management Journal.
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subjective satisfaction measures of growth or performance, such as the index proposed by
Gupta and Govindarajan (1984), raise questions as to validity. The criticism is that these
satisfaction measures would be as much a function of the entrepreneur’s personal expec-
tations as they would be of objective performance and that, therefore, it would be
questionable what they really measure. In addition, different individuals might differ in
their satisfaction of the same level of growth or performance and the measures are
dependent on the entrepreneur’s knowledge and perception of a situation. Without the
possibility of controlling these factors, Delmar argues, it is difficult to say anything at all
about the actual growth performance of a venture. “The only thing that can be stated is that
the independent variables found to explain the model probably affect the entrepreneur’s
cognitive and perceptual structure. This is seldom the purpose in the growth literature”
(p. 202). He suggests (p. 203), instead, the use of multiple indicators as they might best
represent the theoretical concept of growth. Nonetheless, Delmar concludes critically that
“most researchers seem to calculate their measures in order to arrange data in such a way
that the highest possible explanation can be achieved, warranting little importance to the
possibility of comparing results among studies.” He suggests that researchers should
“concentrate on making studies more easily comparable, and acknowledge the fact that
research can evolve only if it is possible to accumulate findings that are easily comparable,
e.g., using confidence interval instead of significance.” Delmar also finds that the period of
years used in the studies varies (most often using 5 years, 1 year, or 3 years), and that seldom
information is provided on why one time period was favored over another. On a sample of
400 Swedish small businesses, Delmar then tests the relationships between different growth
indicators. He finds large differences between growth calculated in absolute and in relative
changes, and low correlations between these. Similar to Weinzimmer et al. (1998) he also
demonstrates how choice of growth indicators yields different results even when tested on
the same data.

An Updated Review of Business Growth Studies
We have updated the two reviews presented earlier with a review of the studies

published in four leading entrepreneurship journals—two U.S.-based and two Europe-
based— between 1997 and 2008 (up until Spring 2008), namely Entrepreneurship Theory
and Practice (ETAP), Journal of Business Venturing (JBV), Entrepreneurship and
Regional Development (ERD), and International Small Business Journal (ISBJ). We
selected 56 articles investigating business growth and which referred to “growth” in the title
(see Table 1).2 Our review differs from the two earlier reviews in that we do not only include
those studies that operationalize growth as a dependent variable. Rather, we include all
studies that assign relevance to the concept of business growth as such (judged based on
whether or not the notion of growth is included into the title3), as we are interested
not only in the antecedents of growth, but in what characterizes business growth more

2. Of the 56 articles, 16 were published in Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 23 in Journal of Business
Venturing, 7 in Entrepreneurship and Regional Development, and 10 in International Small Business Journal.
One article (Slevin & Covin, 1997) is a conceptual piece. Thus, it is excluded when computing the frequencies
of growth measures and of other characteristics of the empirical studies.
3. We have chosen to select articles with “growth” in their title, as we believe that this would lead to a
selection of those articles in which business growth was a crucial aspect of the paper. Among articles referring
to growth in the abstract or full text, many just refer to growth without actually reporting studies of growth.
Choosing articles based on whether they mention growth as a keyword would have led to a much smaller
number of articles in our review.
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comprehensively. In addition to the year of publication and the journal, we focused on seven
critical dimensions: (1) the growth measure(s); (2) the motivation of the choice of mea-
sure(s); (3) the definition/conceptualization of growth; (4) the time frame (cross-sectional
or longitudinal); (5) the data source(s) (primary data or secondary data); (6) the theoretical
basis of the study; and (7) the type of article (qualitative study, quantitative study, mixed
method, or conceptual). Two co-authors independently coded each article. The percentage

Table 1

Characteristics of the Growth Studies and Their Frequencies

Variables

Frequency

Percent
U.S.-based/Europe-

based journals Total

Growth measure
Sales/turnover 17/6 23 41.8
Employees 10/5 15 27.3
Growth willingness/Growth intention 6/4 10 18.2
Profitability 3/1 4 7.3
Combinations of the previously mentioned measures 5/4 9 16.4
Growth strategies (e.g., diversification; product extension; internationalization) 9 16.4
Others (e.g., assets; value added) 0/4 4 7.3
Not reported 4/1 5 9.0
N 38/17 55*

Motivation for choice of measure
(-) 19/13 32 58.2
(+) 15/3 18 32.7
Partial, referring to prior studies 4/1 5 9.1
N 38/17 55*

Growth definition/conceptualization
(-) 24/12 36 64.3
(+) 15/5 20 35.7
N 39/17 56

Time frame
Cross-sectional 16/6 22 40.0
Longitudinal 22/11 33 60.0
N 38/17 55*

Source of data
Primary data 19/9 28 50.9
Secondary data 12/4 16 29.1
Both 7/4 11 20.0
N 38/17 55*

Theoretical basis
(-) 17/11 28 50.0
(+) 22/6 28 50.0
N 39/17 56

Type of paper
Qualitative 9/7 16 28.6
Quantitative 29/8 37 66.1
Mixed method 0/2 2 3.6
Conceptual 1/0 1 1.8
Total 39/17 56

Note: * n = 55, because the conceptual article is not included. (-), not made explicit; (+), made explicit.
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of initial coding agreement was over 90 percent. Disagreements were settled for each
deviating case.

The findings of earlier reviews on growth measures still largely hold. Our review finds
that the growth measures of sales (23 of 55 empirical studies; 41.8%) and employees (15
of 55; 27.3%) are still important. In addition, combinations of different measures are used
in 9 out of 55 empirical articles (16.4%). For the most part, different indicators are not
combined in one composite measure, but used simultaneously, which is in line with
Delmar’s (1997) call for such a procedure.

Despite the fact that most of these studies are implicitly or explicitly based upon a
confined conceptualization of growth, researchers continue to disagree on what outcome
indicators to use (Delmar, 1997; Delmar, Davidsson, & Gartner, 2003). In addition, the
disagreement on what formulas or calculations would best capture the amount of growth of
a firm persists (Weinzimmer et al., 1998). As Penrose (1959, p. 199) stated almost half a
century ago, “there is no way of measuring an amount of expansion, or even the size of a
firm, that is not open to serious conceptual objections.” Despite this, the majority of articles
do not make explicit why a certain growth indicator or formula is used. We coded whether
a study motivates the choice of growth measure. We coded as “partial motivation” those
studies that simply refer to empirical works that had used that growth measure previously.
We find that 32 out of 55 studies (58%) do not provide any motivation for their growth
measure(s) and they do not critically reflect on this choice and the impact on the quality of
the study; 5 studies (9.1%) simply refer to other studies, without critically evaluating that
measure in the context of their own study, and only 18 studies (32.7%) explain and motivate
their choice of growth measure. An even less encouraging picture emerges when we
consider the articles’ publication date. As displayed in Figure 1, the percentage of growth
studies that do not reflect their choice of measure increased over time, at a higher rate than
those studies that motivate and evaluate the impact of their choices.

Figure 1

Motivation of the Choice of Measure (Cumulative Frequencies Over Time)
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Perhaps even more stunning, many articles fail to present a conceptualization of
growth in the first place. When coding whether an article provides a definition or con-
ceptualization of growth we find that more than half of the articles included in our review
fail to do so (64.3%).

Despite calls for choosing the growth variables, units of analysis, and time periods
based on the theoretical background driving the empirical study (e.g., Davidsson &
Wiklund, 2000), these choices seem largely to be based on pragmatic reasons, such as
availability of data. Delmar (1997) suspects that many authors choose to include those
variables from a data set that yield the highest variance explained and most significant
values. A large number of articles use differences between first-year and last-year sizes
when calculating growth. This can be seen as especially problematic, as growth does not
follow any linear pattern, and “it does not identify any behaviors of an organization during
the middle periods of the study” (Weinzimmer et al., 1998, p. 238). If, e.g., a company has
been shrinking in terms of sales, profits, and/or numbers of employees over several years,
but then acquired a company larger than this reduction amounted to, such operationaliza-
tion would find linear growth to have taken place over the entire period. Along with the
problems inherent in calculating growth, there is an even more fundamental issue for the
purposeful study of business growth—namely the longitudinal design of the study
(Davidsson & Wiklund). We coded whether the study is cross-sectional or longitudinal.
Specifically, we coded a study as cross-sectional if it involves one time period and as
longitudinal if it considers at least two time periods. Longitudinal studies are becoming
more common, as illustrated by the evolution of the use of cross-sectional studies versus
longitudinal studies depicted in Figure 2, and, in total, there are more longitudinal studies
(33 of 55; 60.0%). Nevertheless, many studies (22 of 55; 40.0%) continue to rely on
cross-sectional data. This is a problem because inference of causality can only be made
when there is a temporal ordering of events.

Figure 2

Design of the Study (Cumulative Frequencies Over Time)
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In addition, the source of information for the empirical study is an important issue in the
study of business growth. We coded whether the study uses primary data, secondary data,
or both. Overall, 28 studies of 55 (50.9%) rely on primary data, in most cases questionnaires
directed to or interviews performed with the companies’ CEOs. A total of 16 out of 55
studies (29.1%) rely solely on secondary data, collected from different registers and
databases. These figures seem encouraging. Davidsson (2004, p. 143) explains: “Secondary
data are, to a large extent, as streetlights. They do illuminate some area but they do not
necessarily cast light on the issue you are interested in.” Thus, primary data collected for the
specific purpose of studying business growth are pivotal. However, solely relying on
primary data causes other problems, especially if collected from only one source. Self-
reported data on company sales or employees might be incorrect, because people recall and
report erroneous information (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). Additional problems arise when
two variables are collected from the same respondent—often the company’s CEO—and
then correlated among them (Avolio,Yammarino, & Bass, 1991). Therefore, a combination
of primary and secondary data might be recommended—or perhaps multiple respondents
within each company could be contacted. Unfortunately, in the articles considered by our
review, only one-fifth of the studies (11 of 55) combine primary data and secondary
information. This combination of data sources did not increase much over time (see
Figure 3). On the contrary, it has become comparatively rarer.

We also coded whether a study is theoretically based or if it solely refers to prior studies
of the phenomenon largely irrespective of their theory base. In half of the articles (28 of 56
studies), no clear theoretical underpinning can be identified, and reference is made mainly
to preceding studies in the same field. Moreover, the theoretical foundation in the articles
often does not directly relate to growth. More critically than what authors have pointed out
previously (e.g., Davidsson & Wiklund, 2000), we can therefore conclude that one reason
for the lack of a more integrated body of theory on growth might not only be the fragmented
research findings, but a lack of theorizing in the first place.

Figure 3

Data Source (Cumulative Frequencies Over Time)
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Most of the studies attempt to seek explanations as to why firms grow. Thus, they aim
to identify antecedents of growth, and so growth is treated as the dependent variable. Only
a few studies can be classified as studies of growth as a process. These studies are usually
concerned with changes or challenges organizations are facing because of growth. For
example, McMahon (2001a) studies the impact of growth on financial profiles of SMEs.
Here, growth is not the outcome, but the starting point or cause of whatever phenomenon
is being studied. Other studies that contribute to understanding processes of growth are
those focusing on growth strategies (9 of 55 studies; 16.4%), such as internationalization
(Crick, Chaudhry, & Batstone, 2000), franchising (Stanworth, Stanworth, Watson, Purdy,
& Healeas, 2004), and extension/development of the product line (Blundel, 2002). In
these studies, growth is not a state but a trajectory that firms undertake over time. For
example, Blundel’s study explores the growth trajectories of two specialist food producers
and the business networks into which they are embedded.

A few studies (e.g., Watson, Stewart, & BarNir, 2003) use measures of perceived
growth, implicitly assuming that “academic” measures of growth are perceived similarly
in practice (or not caring about the importance of these growth measures for practice).
However, the validity of such measures has been heavily criticized by, e.g., Chandler and
Hanks (1993) or by Delmar (1997, see previous discussion). Some articles (10 of 55;
18.2%) measure growth intentions/aspirations or the willingness to grow. Perceived mea-
sures of growth are commonly used for assessing these aspects of a company’s develop-
ment, as it would be difficult to do otherwise. However, rather than using expected figures
of common indicators (e.g., sales or employees) as a proxy of venture size intentions/
aspirations, most studies use rough measures, such as dummy variables investigating
whether the entrepreneur plans to change the size of the business for the near-time future
(expanding versus remaining unchanged or downsizing) (Lau & Busenitz, 2001), or
whether s/he intends to grow the business (Cliff, 1998). Again, what is meant with
“expansion” or “growth” is not made explicit, thus assuming that these “academic terms”
have the same meaning to practitioners.

Overall, very few of the reviewed articles present “innovative” research designs or
empirical studies that go beyond “standard” approaches. Most of the articles are (mainly)
quantitative (37 of 56; 66.1%); some are qualitative (16 of 56; 28.6%), and only one is
conceptual (Slevin & Covin, 1997). The predominance of quantitative studies persists and
even increases over time (see Figure 4). Interestingly, only two articles report findings
from both qualitative and quantitative research designs, even though some studies use
qualitative data to develop the quantitative study (e.g., Wiklund, Davidsson, & Delmar,
2003). It is noteworthy that the predominance of quantitative studies is less pronounced in
the articles published in the two Europe-based journals. In Entrepreneurship and Regional
Development and International Small Business Journal, seven of the articles we reviewed
used qualitative methods, eight used quantitative methods, and two articles used mixed-
method research designs.

Similar to the general state of the growth literature, very few attempts can be found in
the current literature to develop more comprehensive approaches to understanding busi-
ness growth (Koeller & Lechler, 2006; Wiklund, Patzelt, & Shepherd, 2009). Previously,
Davidsson (1989) built and tested a comprehensive theoretical model to include different
aspects of three overarching antecedents of firm growth, namely ability, need, and oppor-
tunity. While he finds all three to be important for growth, need (for achievement) was
found to lead to significantly higher growth motivation. Drawing on social psychology,
Delmar (1996) demonstrated how entrepreneurs make many growth-related decisions
based on their personal values and intrinsic motivation. The more intrinsically motivated
entrepreneurs are by the prospect of growth, the more likely they are to engage in growth
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activities and succeed. Drawing on the entrepreneurial orientation literature, Wiklund
(1998) does not focus on the level of the individual, but on the small firm and finds that
appropriate strategies to exploit growth opportunities are central for achieving growth.
The motivation of the entrepreneur, the resource base the firm has access to, and envi-
ronmental conditions are all found to only have an indirect impact on growth, mediated by
the strategies used. Despite their efforts to develop more comprehensive models and
studies of business growth, the authors conclude that “firm growth is a complex phenom-
enon. It is not uni-dimensional. It is hard to predict and assess. Further, it can manifest
itself in various ways, and consequently it can have differential effects on several different
levels” (Davidsson, Delmar, & Wiklund, 2006, p. 5).

This review sheds light on some challenges of studying business growth, and suggests
that there is a gap between scholarly interest and entrepreneurial practice. Thus, similar to
the “practice turn” currently taking place in the management and organization studies fields
(e.g., Johnson, Melin, & Whittington, 2003; Whittington, 2003), it becomes clear that
research on business growth needs to focus more on what actually happens in practice. For
example, considering that entrepreneurial growth aspiration and decision making have been
demonstrated to influence business growth, it is somewhat surprising that perceptual
measures receive a purely negative evaluation (e.g., Delmar, 1997). This leads us to our
quantitative study, in which we investigate the relationship between the commonly favored
“objective” measures and less popular “subjective” measures of growth.

The Quantitative Study

Data and Sample
The quantitative analysis was performed on data gathered for a major longitudinal

research program designed to investigate entrepreneurship and growth issues over time.

Figure 4

Type of Article (Cumulative Frequencies Over Time)
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Thus, this data—though not gathered for the purpose of this study alone—provide a good
basis for analyzing different measures of business growth. The initial sample, comprising
2,455 firms, was taken from Statistics Sweden’s register of all Swedish companies and
was designed to be representative of privately owned, small- and medium-sized firms in
Sweden. According to the OECD (2002, p. 193), “[m]ore than 99% of all enterprises in
Sweden are classified as SMEs.” SMEs account for 57% of the value added and 66% of
net investments in that country. In 2000, three out of five employees in the private sector
in Sweden worked for SMEs.

The data collection was carried out during two survey rounds over a period of 3 years.
Each round consisted of an initial questionnaire administrated over the phone followed by
a questionnaire via mail. The target respondent was the CEO. During the first round in
1997, 2,034 respondents out of the initial 2,455 were interviewed by phone, yielding a
response rate of 82.9%. A few months after, the mail questionnaire follow-up was returned
by 1,283 people, giving a response rate of 52.3%. During the second round 2,020
respondents were contacted by phone, and out of these, 1,633 participated in the interview,
which resulted in an overall response rate of 66.5%. Out of these, 827 also responded to
the following mail questionnaire, yielding an overall response rate of 33.7%. t-tests were
performed to check for response bias. These tests did not reveal any significant difference
between responding and non-responding firms to the first and second round on age, size,
and governance characteristics. We concluded that we do not have a response bias at the
time of the first and second round that affects our longitudinal analysis. In addition to the
CEO responses to the survey instruments, we gathered data about the studied companies
from Statistics Sweden’s registers: number of employees in 1997 and 2000; sales in 1997
and 2000; ROE 1997 and 2000; ROA 1997 and 2000; profit 1997 and 2000; firm’s age;
firm’s main industry group; and governance type.

Variables
Table 2 provides an overview of the variables we used to measure business growth, a

short description of each variable, as well as their data sources and data collection points.
Table 3 presents an overview of the variables we used to predict business growth, a short
description of each variable, as well as their data sources and data collection points.

Statistical Analyses
Following Weinzimmer et al. (1998) and Delmar (1997), we first used correlation

analysis to investigate the relationships between pairs of the earlier measures of growth.
This analysis entails the provision of a yardstick whereby the intensity or strength of a
relationship can be gauged. In addition, it permits us to spot whether there is a pattern of
relationships between the different measures of growth. Thereafter, ordinary least squares
(OLS) multiple regression analysis was used to examine the relationships between dif-
ferent measures of business growth and potential predictors. Thereby, we could investigate
the extent to which the same variables predict different measures of business growth.

Results of the Quantitative Study

Correlations. Table 4 shows the correlation matrix between the eleven different measures
of growth.
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No high correlations and only three modest correlations are displayed, namely
between absolute growth in employees and absolute sales growth, between absolute
growth in employees and employees growth rate, as well as between ROE and ROA. In
addition, a number of patterns of low relationships can be identified.

Regression Analysis. Table 5 reports the results of the OLS multiple regression analysis
to investigate whether different measures of business growth yield different results. Each
measure of business growth was regressed on a set of variables indentified by prior
research as contributing to growth.

These analyses show that different measures of business growth have different pre-
dictors.4 Consider, for instance, managerial aspects (e.g., generic and specific human
capital). All these aspects fail to achieve significance in the models estimating absolute
employee growth, absolute sales growth, employee growth rate, and sales growth rate. At
the same time, some managerial aspects (CEO’s prior experience from same and other
industries) are important predictors of sales from new customers, sales from new products,
and sales from markets, yet they have a negative effect on the entrepreneurs’ perceived
growth of their company’s value, ROE, and ROA.

4. The R-squares reported in Table 5 are generally low, yet in line with the R-squares reported by Delmar
(1997) for similar models. As explained by him, these low figures are mainly the result of the distribution of
the dependent variables, since all the measures of business growth departed from normality.

Table 2

Summary of the Variables Used to Measure Business Growth in the
Quantitative Study

Variable Measurement description
Data

sources
Data

collection point

Absolute employee
growth

Difference between 1997 and 2000 in number of employees SCB 1997 and 2000

Absolute sales growth Difference between 1997 and 2000 in number of employees SCB 1997 and 2000
Employee growth rate Difference between 1997 and 2000 in number of employees,

over number of employees in 1997
SCB 1997 and 2000

Sales growth rate Difference between 1997 and 2000 in sales, over sales in 1997 SCB 1997 and 2000
Profit Net profit margin SCB 1997 and 2000
ROE Return on equity SCB 1997 and 2000
ROA Return on assets SCB 1997 and 2000
Growth in firm value 1 item, asking the respondents to evaluate the change in the

value of their firm over the previous 3 years in comparison
to other companies in the same industry (5 point scale)

Phone interview 2000

Sales from new
customers

Share of the sales in 2000 coming from customers which the
firm did not have 3 years before

Mail questionnaire 2000

Sales from new
product/services

Share of the sales in 2000 coming from products/services
which the firm did not have 3 years before

Mail questionnaire 2000

Sales from new markets Share of the sales in 2000 coming from geographic markets
where the firm did not sell anything 3 years before

Mail questionnaire 2000

Note: SCB, Statistics Sweden.
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Overall, the findings from our quantitative study point at two things. Firstly, they
confirm the findings by Weinzimmer et al. (1998) and Delmar (1997) that the different
growth measures commonly used in empirical studies lead to results that are often not
comparable with each other—despite the fact that authors of these studies frequently refer
to each others’ results, as if they were based on a common understanding of business
growth. Thus, divergence in the use of these growth measures will continue to lead to
fragmentation in the growth literature, despite some recent attempts to integrate findings
into more comprehensive approaches.

Second, our findings suggest that a gap exists between what entrepreneurship scholars
define as growth and what practitioners appear to understand as growth. Namely, the
correlation matrix in Table 4 shows very low or no significant correlations between the
commonly used “objective” measures of growth and the growth measures perceived by
practitioners. In addition, the regression analyses presented in Table 5 show that the same
independent variables—e.g., CEO prior industry experience—can have a positive effect
on some “objective” measures of growth and a negative effect on growth as perceived by
practitioners.

Table 3

Summary of the Variables Used as Predictors of Business Growth in the
Quantitative Study

Variable Measurement description
Data

sources
Data

collection point

Managerial aspects
CEO’s age Age of the CEO Phone interview 2000
CEO’s gender Dummy variable (0 = female CEO; 1 = male CEO) Phone interview 2000
CEO’s formal business

education
Dummy variable (0 = CEO reported not having a formal

education in business administration; 1 = CEO reported
having a formal education in business administration

Phone interview 1997

CEO’s prior management
experience

Dummy variable (0 = CEO reported not having prior
management experience; 1 = CEO reported having prior
management experience)

Phone interview 1997

CEO’s prior experience
from same industry

Dummy variable (0 = CEO reported not having prior
working experience from the same industry; 1 = CEO
reported having prior working experience from the same
industry)

Phone interview 1997

CEO’s prior experience
from other industries

Dummy variable (0 = CEO reported not having prior
working experience from another industry; 1 = CEO
reported having prior working experience from another
industry)

Phone interview 1997

Environmental aspects
Industry group Four dummy variables (1 = manufacturing,

2 = professional services; 3 = retail and wholesale;
4 = other services)

SCB 1997

Heterogeneity Multiple-item scale (three items gauging the differences
among products or services)

Mail questionnaire Fall 1997

Firm aspects
Firm age Number of years since the firm was founded SCB 1997
Major governance type Dummy variable (0 = part of a business group;

1 = independent)
SCB 1997

Note: SCB, Statistics Sweden.
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A limitation of our study is that we implicitly assume linearity between the different
growth measures. While this is similar to the way other studies use these measures, it does
not adequately capture business practice. Similar to other growth studies, this choice was
due to data availability. Another limitation of our study is that it is based on single
respondents. However, as some of the data collection rounds were administered through
phone interviews, it could at least be assured that the questions asked were meaningful to
the respondents.

To gain a better understanding of the potential gap between how academic scholars
and practitioners view business growth, we conducted a qualitative study, which is
presented in the next section.

Qualitative Study

Previous studies have shown large differences in growth outcomes and processes
within different kinds of companies (e.g., Reynolds & White, 1997). Following this line
of thought, we have conducted an interview study with entrepreneurs from three differ-
ent types of firms typical of business growth studies, namely young-growth companies,
high-growth companies, and continuous-growth companies. Similar to the arguments
brought forward by Hanks, Watson, Jansen, and Chandler (1993), we chose these dif-
ferent types of growth firms to capture potential heterogeneity in the understanding of
business growth, following a purposeful sampling strategy (Patton, 1990). These three
types of companies could be expected to represent maximum variation regarding their
experience with growth, processes of growth, as well as managerial, firm, and environ-
mental aspects related to growth, while allowing for the recognition of common patterns
within and between groups (cf. Neergaard, 2003, 2007; Patton). Many studies on growth
in the entrepreneurship field are based on either young-growth firms or high-growth
firms. Young-growth firms are relevant to entrepreneurship as they represent “successful”
start-ups, while high-growth firms are of interest because of their contribution to inno-
vation and job creation. Continuously growing firms are less common in entrepreneur-
ship studies, as they—by definition—are older and thereby fall somewhat outside the
traditional entrepreneurship domain. They have been added to this study as their growth
typically is rather slow, but over long periods of time, and the abundant literature on life
cycles suggests different organizational and strategic challenges for this group of com-
panies (e.g., Flamholtz, 1986). Therefore, the sampling of this group of companies
follows the more theoretical reasoning that these challenges might also imply a different
view on growth (cf. Patton). While we have covered different types of growth companies
in terms of velocity and scope, we have not differentiated by company size at start-up
(cf. Reynolds & White), and we left out companies that do not grow at all (or only very
little).

Young-Growth Companies. The first group consists of young, growth-oriented compa-
nies based in the Science Park connected to the authors’ university. This Science Park
hosts around 45 entrepreneurial firms. For the sampling, we approached one entrepreneur
who has been repeatedly written about in local media as successfully running a young-
growth firm. After the interview with this entrepreneur, we asked for suggestions of
further interview partners, specifically entrepreneurs in ventures displaying “growth”
located in the same Science Park. We continued this snowball-principle based sampling,
until no more new names came up, resulting in 10 interviews.
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High-Growth Companies. To match the first round of interviews in scope, we
conducted a second set of interviews with 10 companies in the same Swedish
region that all were awarded at least once during the past four years for their high
growth in the Swedish gazelle competition. Companies that appeared on the top
of the regional list of gazelle companies published in the Swedish business newspaper
Dagens Industri were contacted. Several authors have pointed out the relevance
of studying gazelle firms, as they have been found to contribute greatly to job creation
in different economies (e.g., Birch, 1987; Fischer, Reuber, Hababou, Johnson, & Lee,
1997).

Continuous-Growth Companies. Despite the fact that different scholars have demanded
growth to be studied longitudinally, rather little is known about companies which manage
to grow over longer periods of time. As had been discussed previously, most current
studies on growth focus on very short periods to investigate which factors might support
or hinder business growth, even though there is little reason to assume that generally
business growth in one period also predicts future growth. Piloting an organization
through the growth process is known to represent a formidable managerial challenge
(Hanks et al., 1993, p. 5). Thus, it can be expected that much could be learned from
companies which have successfully managed this challenge and still continue to grow.
Expressed in the language of life cycle and stage models, these companies are by now
established, but still in an expansion stage (e.g., Flamholtz, 1986; Scott & Bruce, 1987).
We have interviewed entrepreneurs from 10 companies which have been growing for at
least one decade—judged, e.g., by the commonly used growth measures of increasing
numbers of employees, sales, or profits. These companies were sampled from those 30
companies that had received a prize for their high growth in the early 1990s and had
displayed continuous growth since then.

The interviews lasted between 45 and 120 minutes, and focused around the entrepre-
neur’s perceptions of what growth means and the importance of growth for their own firm.
In those companies founded by a team, interviews were typically held with two to three
members of the founding team.

In order to achieve a more structured presentation of the 30 interviews, we used an
analysis inspired by Ragin (1987). This analysis combines the intensity of information
gathered through case study research with the additional advantage of examining larger
number of cases (Ragin & Zaret, 1983). We have compiled some key findings from the
interviews in Table 6. Of course, we do not suggest generalizability of these results in a
statistical sense. Rather, the aim with this explorative study is to achieve analytical
generalizability of a set of results to contribute to the existing growth literature (Yin, 1989,
pp. 43–44).

Results of the Qualitative Study
Two major themes emerged from these interviews. We will present and discuss these

two themes and different issues subsumed under the themes that follow. The first theme
refers to using a process view on growth and the importance of internal development.
Here, the intricate relationships between different aspects of growth become evident and
highlight the nature of growth as a multidimensional and complex process. The second
theme refers to the (lack of ) relevance of some commonly used growth measures to
entrepreneurial practice. The discussion of these themes will then, in the final section of
this paper, lead us to propose some ways of studying growth that might be more relevant
to practice.
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Theme 1: Using a Process View on Growth and the Importance of Internal
Development. One of the most intriguing results—which is, moreover, consistent across
all three groups of companies in our sample though most relevant for young- and
continuous-growth firms—is the relevance attributed to the process of growth—often
referred to as a process of internal development (see Table 6).

“Growth for me means creating the result. That is the core.” (Founder/CEO, YGC6).

Many entrepreneurs stated that this process of growth was as important or even more
crucial than the growth outcome as such, as without that process no growth in terms of
outcome would occur.

“For being able to employ more people in response to an increase in sales while
remaining profitable at the same time, we have to develop the company internally. We
need better internal processes, we need to improve our products—it lies in the notion
of growth that internal development is the key. . . . Development is the basis of
growth.” (Founder/CEO, CGC2)

While internal development might lead to growth as an outcome in terms of higher
profit or sales, somewhat surprisingly this kind of growth was not always seen as an end
in itself. Internal development consists of several aspects, such as competence identifica-
tion and development, establishing cost efficient organizing practices, and establishing a
professional sales process.

“Internal development is incredibly important, more important than anything else—
product development, market communication, process development.” (Founder/CEO,
CGC4)

This process view on growth sharply contrasts with the measures of size used by
entrepreneurship and other business scholars to investigate growth. Instead of sharing a
view on growth as an outcome, which could be operationalized into dependent variables,
growth is—speaking in methodological terms—rather seen as an independent or interme-
diary variable. The relevance of growth as a process is not a new insight. Already Penrose

Table 6

The Relevance of Growth for Three Different Types of Companies

Young-growth
companies ( YGC)

High-growth
companies (HGC)

Continuous-growth
companies (CGC)

Total number of interviews 10 10 10
Relevance of

Sales growth 7 8 9
Employment growth 3 5 5
Profit growth/profitability 6 6 8
Asset growth 2 1 2
Company value 7 7 6
Internal development 8 6 8

(The numbers in the table refer to the number of entrepreneurs who have mentioned each respective growth aspect as
relevant.)
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(1959, p. 88) stated that “growth is a process, size is a state” and that “size is but a
by-product of the process of growth” (p. 2). Nonetheless, entrepreneurship research has
largely ignored the importance that entrepreneurs attribute to growth as a process and as
internal development. The frustration with previous research and policy makers that a
number of entrepreneurs expressed, namely that “nobody was interested in what growth
really means to them,” becomes understandable.

The complexity and multidimensionality which characterize growth processes are
demonstrated by the fact that no coherence exists in the perception of which “variables”
are dependent, independent, or mediating. A crucial challenge for the future study of
growth lies in how to capture this complexity and multidimensionality, e.g., by not treating
growth as dependent variable but as intermediary variables while studying other out-
comes, such as the improvement of performance.

Theme 2: The (lack of ) Relevance of Some Commonly Used Growth Measures to
Entrepreneurial Practice. The importance attributed to growth as a process and as
internal development does not mean that practitioners would neglect or disregard outcome
measures. As evident from the earlier examples, the description of the process of growth
was often related to both internal development and a number of the commonly used
outcome measures of growth. Nevertheless, while a number of entrepreneurs saw some of
the commonly used outcome measures of growth as important, there was substantial
heterogeneity in which outcome measures they saw as most crucial (see Table 6). The
entrepreneurs did not agree on which measures would be most important and often a
combination of different measures was seen as relevant—within these combinations sales,
profitability, and company value were mentioned most often.

“A balance between growth in sales, profitability and value—these three dimensions
need to be developed simultaneously.” (Founder/CEO, CGC7)

“To increase in sales and in profit is important in order to increase the company value.”
(Founder/CEO, HGC2)

Within the heterogeneity of (outcome) measures of growth perceived as most relevant
certain additional patterns appear. Which measures the entrepreneurs saw as relevant
seems to depend on the ownership structure (e.g., fully privately owned by one or by
several people, family-owned, or [partly] owned by external shareholders such as venture
capitalists) as well as the long-term aspirations for the company. Generally, but especially
for entrepreneurs planning for an exit, the increase in company value was seen as highly
relevant. Yet, only rather few entrepreneurs did state to plan for an exit, and this seemed
to be more likely to be the case when the venture was founded by a team, was a high-tech
company, relied on external financing, or employed an external CEO. In the family firms
in our sample, the most important aim was to ensure going concern and prepare for a
“successful future” by reinvesting profits. In order to increase the reinvestment, family
members active in the company often took out salaries below market standard. Those
entrepreneurs who did not plan for an exit tended to display much responsibility for their
local community and their employees—which naturally is more common among the more
established high-growth firms and continuous-growth firms.

Here, it becomes evident again that even though (combinations of ) measures such as
sales and profit were considered important, they were often not perceived as growth as
such. Rather, they were seen as intermediary variables that might lead to higher company
value. Consequently, an increase in company value was typically seen as the most
important outcome variable.
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“We aim to build company value in a company that continuously develops.” (Founder/
CEO, HGC5)

“When talking about growth, for me it is important that as an entrepreneur I must have
the possibility to take out the value that I created and start something new. . . . Growth
from an ownership perspective it is the increase in company value.” (Team founder/
Member of the top management team, YGC2)

Interestingly, “increase in company value” is typically used as operationalization of
growth in the few studies relying on perceived measures. Even in our quantitative study
presented previously, we included this variable as perceived measure of growth and found
no statistically relevant correlation with the “objective” measures of growth. This might
suggest that despite the current criticism against “subjective” measures of growth, these
have a previously unconsidered advantage—namely their practical relevance as perceived
by practitioners—and should be reassessed in their value for future growth studies.
However, the use of perceived measures of growth can be problematic for a different reason.
Many of the interviewed entrepreneurs of the high-growth firms and continuous-growth
firms talked about how their growth aspirations had changed much over time—mainly
because as a result of achieved growth, they dared to grow more after having gained
substantial experience in running the business. This points at another potential problem of
the few growth studies using perceived measures—namely studies of growth willingness/
aspiration. These studies tend to ask entrepreneurs about whether and how much they would
like to expand their businesses and conclude that those entrepreneurs who claim to aspire to
higher growth tend to expand their businesses more. From our interviews, it became evident
that growth willingness/aspiration is dynamic in itself, changing over time.

“If I look back to the time when I started—I would have never dreamt of running a
company as big as we are today. I would have been scared. But I learned by doing,
step by step, and today it feels very natural to be running and further expanding this
company.” (Founder/CEO, HGC3)

While in the previous example, experience with running a growing company led to
greater willingness to expand the company further, this might not always be the case. For
example, entrepreneurs running a growth company might decide that a certain size was the
limit, and that they would rather start another company to test out a new business idea.
Research on growth aspirations might be well advised to try to capture these dynamics.

How entrepreneurs view an increase in employment appears to be rather drastically
different from what politicians would like to see. Most of the interviewed entrepreneurs
did not view an increase in number of employees as an aim in itself. Rather, they would
prefer to rely on networking models of work and on virtual organizing when possible, to
avoid hiring new personnel.

“Growth for us has little to do with the number of employees. We work with networks,
we hire people. The traditional view of having to employ people does not really match
our reality. And we don’t even have the aim of employing more people. . . . The
traditional discussion around growth as related to the number of employees is a line
of reasoning that for many new companies is no longer relevant.” (CEO/Founder,
YGC4)

“It is important to have enough employees to have all competencies in-house which
are needed to establish a solid basis for the company. But having 25 employees sitting
around is no aim in itself. It is cool to provide employment to people, but I believe that
many entrepreneurs share my attitude that it is not that important to have further
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employees. Rather we can find partners for cooperation—I help someone and get
something back next time. But to increase the number of employees is not important.
(Founder/CEO, HGC4)

“It isn’t growth in number of employees which is interesting for us. That can be an
indicator that we are on the right track, and it feels good. But we would actually prefer
not to have any employees at all. Our ideal would be to generate sales without
employees. Then we would be very happy. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work this way.”
(Founder/CEO, HGC8)

While the entrepreneurs naturally understand the political and public importance
attributed to job creation, they still often do not appreciate the focus of policy makers and
researchers on this issue. This focus overlooks that for this kind of company providing
employment is perceived as risky, and it is highly personalized in that entrepreneurs are
typically much closer linked to the personal fates of their employees and the potential
dramas caused when having to lay off people. The entrepreneur’s view on increasing
employment appears to be dependent on the context of the respective business. For
example, external pressure exercised by the need to be recognized by peers within the
profession or the reputation within the local community seem to have an impact on the
attitude towards creating new jobs.

The findings of this study must be viewed in light of its limitations. First, our literature
review focuses on four leading entrepreneurship journals, while, of course, other relevant
outlets for research on business growth also exist. As these four journals play a major role
in building opinion and informing further research in the entrepreneurship field, it seemed
important to conduct a comprehensive review of a limited number of journals, as it would
be nearly impossible to review the entire literature on business growth. Moreover, empiri-
cal growth studies published in general management journals often draw on larger firms,
based on high-level indicators of aggregate financial data for the entire company, which
deliver rather little insights into the complexity and multidimensionality of the growth
process. Also, the larger the companies studied, the more focus tends to be put on external
expansion modes rather than organic growth. Second, both our quantitative and qualitative
studies were based on Swedish companies, and thus, our findings might not be replicable
in all countries. Even though our quantitative study was based on a sample representative
of Swedish SMEs, our main aim with this paper is exploratory, and we are striving for
analytical rather than statistical generalization (Yin, 1989, pp. 43–44).

Conclusions and Implications

In this paper, we first outlined how business growth is typically studied and pointed at
some difficulties involved when studying growth. In the subsequent quantitative and
qualitative study we then problematized the gap that exists between how growth is
discussed and measured in entrepreneurship studies and how it is perceived by entrepre-
neurs themselves. As entrepreneurship is a practitioner-oriented field, we believe that this
gap matters. Presently, entrepreneurs—as the enactors of business growth—are not given
the central role they deserve, though they decide whether to grow their businesses or not.
Instead, entrepreneurship research largely takes the major interest in those outcome
measures which can be most easily assessed and operationalized, while the public and
political expectation on entrepreneurs is limited to increasing the number of employees.
As a result, the multidimensionality and complexity of growth processes are hardly
captured, and the relevance of growth as internal development, leading to an increase in
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company value, has not found much scholarly or policy attention so far. Internal devel-
opment appears to be an important indicator for entrepreneurs that their businesses are in
fact growing and that their efforts are paying off. Internal development can be constituted
of many different activities, which are often related to developing the range and quality of
products, developing the resource base, and building a stronger organization, including an
efficient work organization. This could, e.g., be measured by obtaining certification
according to ISO standards or by the number of hours spent on staff qualification activi-
ties. In the eyes of entrepreneurs, internal development appears to be directly related to
value generation—e.g., the development of intellectual property, which could be mea-
sured in numbers of patents, directly increases the company’s value on the market.

Of course, the question arises whether the heterogeneity in perspectives on growth
outlined in this paper matters. We argue that it does, as we view a gap between perceptions
of study object and subject as problematic, especially if the existence of such a gap is not
acknowledged. For example, many studies take an increase in employment as an indica-
tor of whether a company is growing successfully or not and derive practical
implications—on how firms could manage better to employ more people—even though
many entrepreneurs have a much more skeptical view on employment, as outlined previ-
ously. Thus, our study concludes that all researchers and policy makers need to rethink and
make explicit what they mean when saying “business growth,” as we cannot just assume
that we are all talking about the same thing.

What, then, are the implications of our findings for the study of business growth?
Despite our criticism of some quantitative work conducted in the field, we believe that
more quantitative work is needed—only that it should be better designed and executed.
The choice and operationalization of growth variables should: (1) be clearly based on the
theoretical reasoning driving the study; (2) should carefully consider whether the sug-
gested outcome variable really represents an outcome or rather an intermediary or inde-
pendent variable; (3) be meaningful and relevant to practitioners; and (4) be critically
reflected upon. Quantitative studies should consider the heterogeneity of firms and the
impact this might have on business growth—some examples of important factors, such as
ownership structure, financing, or future plans, were provided earlier.

In addition, more qualitative research is needed to better understand some aspects of
growth that so far have been largely neglected, but also to gain new insights into aspects
of growth which have largely been studied without carefully considering practitioners’
perspectives. Our interviews illustrated that qualitative research might contribute to deriv-
ing results more meaningful and relevant to practitioners. In the course of those interviews
the multidimensionality and complexity of the growth process could be grasped
through the entrepreneurs’ statements regarding growth, which typically became more
elaborate as the interviews progressed. At the beginning of the interviews, entrepreneurs
would typically provide some kind of simple, textbook-like definition of growth, while
elaborating their views on business growth in much more detail later on. Imagine that the
same entrepreneurs had responded to the typical written mail questionnaire regarding the
growth of their businesses. The information obtained by the researcher would probably
have been limited to information comparable to the very first, simple statement about
growth made. Thus, in addition to the well-known issue of social desirability in providing
certain answers, some kind of “research desirability” might exist—namely, giving
answers that are assumed to be close to what the researcher might want to hear. In
quantitative studies, this problem could partly be handled by surveying multiple respon-
dents in each company. However, qualitative studies allow spending enough time inter-
viewing or observing entrepreneurs (or, employing alternative research methods) to gain
a more comprehensive picture of the phenomenon of interest.
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One issue considered crucial by the entrepreneurs is clearly calling for more research
on the interplay of the different growth aspects. While different studies, including our
quantitative study reported earlier, have pointed out that different growth measures are not
highly statistically correlated, relationships still exist between them. Quantitatively ori-
ented authors have suggested a rather easy way out, namely the use of composite measures
in order to avoid the disadvantages of individual growth measures, such as increase in
sales or employment. While this suggestion indeed avoids some of the problems associ-
ated to single measures, it leads to an even higher level of averaging out the heterogeneity
of growth in different companies—as the results are even further away from the individual
firm (which might in fact strive to avoid “scoring high” on one or more of the growth
measures, such as growth of numbers of employees). This procedure would hardly
improve our understanding of the specificities of complex and multidimensional growth
processes. A better solution might be the one suggested by Delmar (1997), namely to
report results along a range of different growth indicators. If such a procedure is in line
with the mission of the study and clearly explained in the paper, it will hopefully become
a widely accepted approach in future publications.

Our qualitative study suggests that using different measures for different kinds of
companies (e.g., depending on the ownership or finance structure) might be a fruitful
solution for quantitative studies to come closer to entrepreneurial practice. In addition,
triangulation through employing a mixed methods design could reveal insights which
might otherwise be overlooked. And, more qualitative research is needed to explore the
relationships between the different aspects and measures of growth in the first place, as
well as their relationship to internal development processes and other management and
organizing processes. Only then might we get closer to an understanding of the complex
and multidimensional processes of business growth. This would also include a research
focus on the role of internal development, which in our qualitative study was pointed out
as an important aspect of business growth. A search in the main entrepreneurship journals
about the notion of internal development yielded no useful results. Our results suggest
that different dimensions of growth might be relevant for different companies in
different settings. While we have made some tentative suggestions about such dimensions,
more research is needed that, e.g., grasps the impact of individual as well as cultural
differences.

With this paper, we aimed to take a first step towards a more practice- and practitioner-
oriented perspective on business growth. More research is clearly needed to investigate in
more detail the issues identified as critical in this paper.
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