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Abstract 

The academic and practical interest in the field of small business and entrepreneurship has recently gained 
considerable attention. However, an important area of concern within this field has been to find appropriate and 
suitable research approach or technique that could assist the researchers to produce positive research outcomes. 
Many researches in this field have been conducted without paying attention to some of their unique 
characteristics. Therefore, this study identifies and documents various pitfalls associated with these types of 
researches. It also offers the guidelines and important considerations for researchers in this area with the 
intention of reducing future weaknesses. 

Keywords: research methodology, small business, entrepreneurship research 

1. Introduction 

Management research as a discipline has existed for hundreds of years, especially in the area of accounting and 
marketing and has further become more popular in the recent times. It is not surprising that ten years ago 
Zikmund (2003) has pointed that business research becomes increasingly global and suggested that it would 
continue to be more especially in this current dispensation of the 21st century. Contemporary researches 
(Coviello et al., 2011), also emphasis on the increasing global integration of entrepreneurial activity and exhibit 
significant impact on mainstream management literature. Thus, we have realized that many researches have been 
conducted in this area with the aim to increase business and management knowledge and practical contributions 
to the business firms or organizations around the globe. Therefore, the importance of business research in 
management cannot be undermined. Business research is management tool that assists companies, firms and 
organizations to reduce uncertainty. It also provides managers and business owners’ vital information about their 
current business situations, environmental conditions and the general information about their business (Zikmund 
& Babin, 2009). 

It is important to note here that small business and entrepreneurship have been grouped together in the 
management discipline as one of the subsets of management discipline. However, the small businesses and the 
small entrepreneurs have unique characteristics that make them different from others. Thus, many scholars have 
called for the need to consider these differences when examining them.  

Focusing particularly on small business and entrepreneurship research, although management research as a 
discipline has existed for hundreds of years, research in these areas has only recently drawn considerable 
attention among academic researchers. Mitchell (2011) has highlighted that the number of entrepreneurship 
related articles in academic journals has grown largely at an increasing rate. The progress of small business and 
entrepreneurship research is significant enough to get the recognition of an important scientific domain (Mullen 
et al., 2009). 

The field of small business and entrepreneurship is yet to nurture its respected and well developed voice (Minai 
& Lucky, 2011). Minai (2001) has long argued that small firms and small entrepreneurial firms are unique with 
different unique individuals running the firms. Thus, he called for a change in the current business research 
approach to a more unique approach that would give attention to the uniqueness of the small and entrepreneurial 
firms and how to address this uniqueness whilst conducting research on them. He further argued that the formal 
approach has not been able to capture the aspects of small and entrepreneurial firms significantly since the 
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uniqueness of these small firms have not been taken into consideration.  

Accordingly, Peters and Howard (2001) have long argued that researchers and authors in the management field 
are yet to agree on a common research methodology that best suit small business and entrepreneurship field. 
Particularly for the academic field of entrepreneurship research, Aldrich (2012) describes that the choice of 
research topic and method are affected by American hegemony. In line with that, Mullen et al. (2009) calls for 
the development of strong methodological foundation for the paradigmatic growth and maturation of the small 
and entrepreneurship research after critical analysis of methodologies in small business and entrepreneurship 
research during the last decade. Thus, the argument is still debatable.  

Minai and Lucky (2012) essentially argued that the field of management needs to be developed over a period, 
particularly referring to the small businesses. Moreover, regardless of the stage of development, the need for 
periodic evaluation of theoretical and methodological progress is recognized for every discipline. Particularly, 
the small business and entrepreneurship discipline could not be fully rich with its own core knowledge as its 
theoretical development is still dependent on other mainstream literature (Landstrom et al., 2012). However, only 
a few or no current studies have examined the methodological issues with regard to the small business and 
entrepreneurship field. Therefore, the aim of this study is to review the methodological issues for an empirical 
examination of small and entrepreneurial firms. However, engaging in a philosophical debate about the merits or 
otherwise of particular research paradigms is not within the scope of this study. Thus, this present topic, the 
pitfalls in small business and entrepreneurship research-a holistic view, becomes very crucial and imperative.  

2. Pitfalls of Entrepreneurship and Small Business Research Method 

The norm of practice in management research which includes research in entrepreneurship has always been the 
utilization of quantitative methodology (Creswell, 2012; Hair et al., 2009). The debates among academics have 
continued on the strengths and weaknesses of both qualitative and quantitative research methodologies focusing 
on philosophical levels (Minai, 2001). It is argued here that the choice of quantitative method is not always the 
right choice due to the unique characteristics of small businesses and small size of entrepreneurship. There are a 
number of considerations to be observed whilst taking research work on these businesses. 

It is the intention of this study not to discuss on the research paradigm and philosophy or which methodology is 
better than the other because that could lead to digging deep into their philosophical viewpoints. The objective is 
rather to pinpoint some of the pitfalls and shortcomings in the management research methodology with particular 
emphasis on small business and small entrepreneurial firms.  

It has been argued that researchers should always give attention to the research tools, however, many studies 
have not heeded to this call (Minai, 2001). Supporting this argument, researchers should give serious attention to 
any research process which includes human interpretation to ensure that the findings are given more value and 
also seen as being productive (Creswell, 2012). This is true most especially in the field of entrepreneurship 
development which always involves human interpretation. Furthermore, to adequately utilize an appropriate and 
suitable research approach on small firms as well as entrepreneurial businesses, one needs to understand some of 
the major underlying philosophy regarding their operations, characteristics and the nature of these 
entrepreneurial businesses and small businesses in line with the research methodology and the problem 
associated with such research approaches. Therefore, further arguments on these are organized and discussed in 
the following sections. 

2.1 The Fragmented Nature of Entrepreneurship Research 

Entrepreneurship research has been noted as highly fragmented by many scholars (e.g., Aldrich, 2012; Carlsson 
et al., 2012), which is an obstacle to the field’s scholarly development as well as to its legitimization among the 
management discipline. Carlsson et al. (2012) argued that researcher in this field should be aware of the 
fragmented nature of current research involves highly differentiated and divergent research techniques and 
approaches with little or no similarity and common background with respect to the shared knowledge and mode 
of operation. Thus, the fragmented nature which the study derives from the narrow and specific matters, do not 
incorporate other works which relate to them. Again, the heterogeneity of the entrepreneurial firms should also 
be taken into consideration. It has been noted that the entrepreneurial firms are usually flexible and informal. 
Thus, they could be said to be much dependent on the entrepreneurs’ characteristics.  

It is also argued that smaller firms can be likened to the individual human being or set of individual human 
beings which possess different characteristics and unique in the way they do things or in operations. Therefore, 
research in entrepreneurship should take care of these, if qualified and acceptable results are to be produced. All 
in all, one should observe every entrepreneurial small firm is distinct from another and also distinct from the 
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larger firms in many ways. It is important to point out that small firms should be considered different from the 
larger firms. The application of the larger firm’s research approach or paradigm into entrepreneurial small firms 
could give a misunderstanding and produce incorrect results. 

2.2 The Ad-hoc Manner of Model Development 

Another point is that the research in the field of entrepreneurship could be said to be ad-hoc and fragmented. The 
differentiation, fragmentation and possible loss of theoretical eclecticism of this area are stressed by Aldrich 
(2012). Most of the time the research methodology spring up as a result of the purpose of the research to serve 
the need and after that there is no continuing relationship among them, making it very difficult for one to 
actually apply the research methodology of one entrepreneurial firm to another entrepreneurial firm.  

Supporting this, is the fact that the research in this field lack continuity that is there is no continuity with respect 
to research methodology of the entrepreneurial firms while there seem to be a sort of continuity among small 
businesses. Its methodology is not always applicable to another entrepreneurial firm research. Thus, every 
research on entrepreneurial firm end up after the research has been done or carried out. 

2.3 Lack of Actual Management Experience 

Some of the academic researchers lack the actual experience to conduct management research, meaning that 
their knowledge are always based on the journal, textbooks and other writings rather than being based on the 
experience of the real world of entrepreneurial firms, entrepreneurs and small businesses. 

2.4 The Traditional Science Researchers 

It is observed that too many researchers are trained in traditional science. Because of the traditional scientific 
nature of some researchers, they become too explicit with objectivity and empirical evidence. Therefore, this has 
made many researchers in management particularly in small business and entrepreneurship to rely too much on 
the traditional science rather than their own intuition and judgments, using science to explain their area of 
interest. It is therefore argued that this could bring about prejudice against historical analysis and in-depth 
descriptive case analysis. 

2.5 The Use of Borrowed Theories, Models and Approaches 

It is argued that the field of entrepreneurship and small business lack any theory-base and Carlsson et al. (2012) 
mention that a very few theoretical article attempts to develop a unique knowledge on entrepreneurship and 
small business, as a result, this discipline lacks distinctive boundary and consistent theories. Hence, it is not 
surprising that entrepreneurship researchers borrowed and adapted popular theories from other disciplines to 
explain diverse phenomena of this discipline (Zahra, 2007). According to Landstrom et al. (2012), during the last 
decade we could see several other new fields to develop their own concepts and theories, entrepreneurship is still 
dependent on imported old theoretical frameworks of economics and mainstream management literature. 
However, the borrowing and use of methods and theories from other disciplines to explain entrepreneurial firm 
might not produce a good and solid foundation for this discipline. So, there will be difficulties in developing the 
theoretical framework which is based on reliable theories to foothold the study in this area.  

Minai (2001) suggest the use of partial frameworks to support the research work in this area. Therefore, 
self-produce a relevant research approach is needed to circumvent or reduce or minimize the research 
weaknesses inherent in the area of small business and entrepreneurship development. Zahra (2007) suggests that 
researchers in this field should be able to delineate the boundaries and new aspects of the entrepreneurship 
context and should question the widely held assumptions of the borrowed theories. 

2.6 Conceptual Convergence 

Conceptual convergence refers to the characterization of an intellectual field in an increasing manner by a set of 
theories, models, methods and/or measures that directs ongoing research in the field (Gregoire et al., 2006). The 
starting of conceptual convergence follows some exemplary research by earlier researchers, which can attract 
other researchers. Essentially, the scientific progress of a discipline is reflected in the degree of conceptual 
convergence. Analysing last 25 years research on entrepreneurship, Gregoire et al. (2006) reveals that the field of 
entrepreneurship exhibits a low level of conceptual convergence. The nature of convergence is not stable; rather 
it shows alternative convergence and divergence of scholarly discussions over time. 

2.7 Consensus about the Phenomenon of Entrepreneurship 

The lack of consensus about the definition of entrepreneurship is prevalent at least for two reasons: first, scholars 
do not follow the same definition as the multidimensional nature of entrepreneurship discipline result them to 
define it based on the focus of the research undertaken; second, absence of universal indicator results the 
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definition to vary over time and across countries. Among the many ways used to relate the entrepreneurship 
phenomena include the behavior of both individual entrepreneur and that of the firm created and run by the 
individual (Davidsson, 2005). Therefore, scholarly development should be based on distinctive definition 
entrepreneurial phenomena separately. 

2.8 Reliability and Validity Issues 

Like any other discipline, reliability of the measurements is critical for the advancement of entrepreneurship 
research. Unreliable measures often result conflicting findings across comparable studies because of 
measurement errors (Boyd et al., 2005), which may hinder the smooth advancement of knowledge. Crook et al. 
(2010) find that though the results are satisfactory regarding internal reliability, very few of the entrepreneurship 
studies reported regarding inter-respondent reliability. Their results also show that number of studies depending 
solely on secondary data is increasing compared to those depending on primary data and on triangulation of both. 
In addition, about 90% of the studies are single country analyses and 55% of the studies are conducted in the US 
context. Therefore, in order to improve the external validity of the findings in entrepreneurship discipline, 
researchers may need to consider using the triangulation method as well as go for more cross-country studies. 

2.9 Multiplicity of the Context of Entrepreneurship 

 

Figure 1. The holistic view of the pitfalls in entrepreneurship and small business research 

 

Context can be defined as situational opportunities and constraints effecting behaviour (Johns, 2006). It is a 
known fact that context has three dimensions: ‘who’, ‘where’ and ‘when’. From the entrepreneurship research 
perspective, ‘who’ reflects the impact of the other two dimensions, ‘where’ and ‘when’ that define the context of 
entrepreneurship (Welter, 2011). The context of entrepreneurship is multifaceted, it affects the aspects of 
entrepreneurship through the different levels such as either through political situation or through family size, 
even context can have cross level effect (Johns, 2006), moreover it can affect directly or indirectly (Whetten, 
2009). On top of that, entrepreneurial activities also influence the change of context (Boettke & Coyne, 2009). 
Given this complex nature of contextual influence on entrepreneurship, entrepreneurship research must adhere to 
the challenging task of proper contextualization in different stages of the study. However, most of the 
entrepreneurship research fails to consider this variability of context and consider the discrete context which is 
very specific (Welter, 2011). Therefore, in line with Welter (2011), research questions and designs should 
account for situational and temporal boundaries of the entrepreneurship, researchers should recognize two way 
relationships between entrepreneurship and context and utilize qualitative and/or mixed method research in order 
to capture the multifaceted contextual effects. 

3. Summary and Conclusion 

The aim of this study is to review the methodological options for an empirical examination of small business and 
entrepreneurship research. Selection of an appropriate research methodology is no doubt fundamental to the 
success of any management research particularly small business and entrepreneurial research. This study argues 
that the most appropriate research methodology for both small and entrepreneurial firms is the methodology that 
considered the uniqueness of the small and entrepreneurial firms. Therefore, there is a need for the small 
business and entrepreneurship researchers to develop a research methodology that could assist them to conduct 
research that would address the peculiar and unique nature of the small and entrepreneurial firms bearing in mind 
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their individualistic characteristics. Therefore, the research methodology on small and entrepreneurial firms 
should be different from the methodologies of the other firms. It has to be ‘best-fitted’ to the problems and it is 
essential to adopt a research methodology that would justify the study based on the present environment and 
situation. More specifically, this study identifies and calls for improving research methodology on following 
issues (as shown in Figure 1): fragmented nature, ad hoc manner of model development, lack of actual 
experience of researcher in small and entrepreneurial business, lack of focus on intuition and judgment in the 
research process, overuse of borrowed theories, unstable nature of conceptual convergence, lack of consensus 
about the definition of entrepreneurship, need for improving reliability and external validity and multiplicity of 
the context of entrepreneurship. It is hoped that this study would assist researchers in this area to select an 
appropriate research methodology, by so doing; researchers in this area would progress beyond the often-limited 
methodological perspective of small and entrepreneurial firms’ researches. With regard to this, it is hoped that 
this present paper will provide a springboard that will provide an impetus for empirical research in this area. 
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