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Advancing entrepreneurial leadership as a practice in MSME management and 
development  

 

Abstract 

Since its inception, two decades ago, entrepreneurial leadership still has a long way to go as a 

practice in MSME management and development. Considering that MSMEs are small-sized 

enterprises trading in multiple business sectors, management and business development issues are 

unavoidable. As such, their business methods would require nuanced paradigms and applied 

means for addressing these issues. Drawing upon the theory of entrepreneurial leadership, this 

article explores management and business development strategies applicable to MSMEs. Its 

emphasis on the mutual cross-fertilisation between entrepreneurship and leadership as a means 

for enabling fresh MSME management and development strategies, underscores its contributions.   

 

Key words: entrepreneurial leadership, MSMEs, small business management, business 
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Introduction 

Existing entrepreneurship paradigms (see for example: Antoncic, 2003; Block and MacMillan, 

1993; Covin and Slevin, 1991; Dess et al., 2003; Ireland et al., 2009; Kuratko et al., 2004) and 

leadership theories (e.g. McCarthy, 2014; Quist, 2009; Yukl, 1999) originate from studies that have 

only focussed on large and more established organisations (Burns, 2016; Franco and Matos, 2013). 

Therefore, utilising such constructs to explore management and business development in micro- 

small and medium enterprise (MSME) would be problematic, due to several reasons. To start with, 

their sizes, resource bases and experiences vary widely, plus MSMEs have a high liability due to 

their newness (Garnsey, 1998; Stinchcombe, 1965) in the multiple markets they operate, as they 

are often spread across several business sectors (Bonger and Chileshe, 2013; Reeg, 2013).  



Simba and Thai (2018) 
Journal of Small Business Management  

 2 

In that regard, the application of entrepreneurial leadership to explore the management and 

business development approaches in MSMEs, this article promotes, perhaps offer new insights 

and direction (Leitch and Volery, 2017; Leitch et al., 2013; Ireland et al., 2003). Entrepreneurial 

leadership embodies strategic and process thinking (Hitt and Ireland, 2005), processual (Kraus et 

al., 2007), and rationality (Sklaveniti, 2017) as core components of its multi-dimensional constructs. 

On the basis of the combined effects of these constructs, there is a case to argue for its 

(entrepreneurial leadership’s) suitability in orchestrating effective management and business 

development methods in small businesses (Freiling, 2007). Equally, Matthews (2017) emphasised 

that an eclectic approach to entrepreneurial leadership which draws on the key processes of other 

perspectives presents a holistic view of its effectiveness. As such, utilising entrepreneurial 

leadership and its components as a means for delineating MSME management and business 

development, as this article proposes to do, would underscore its value to these small businesses.  

 

To appreciate the value of entrepreneurial leadership in MSMEs within their entrepreneurial 

context (Matthews, 2017), the following two overarching questions, that characterise 

entrepreneurship and leadership in small businesses, were used to guide research in this article. (i) 

In which ways would entrepreneurial leadership enable practical and effective ways of dealing with 

management and development issues in MSMEs within the multiple markets they operate? (ii) 

Which specific functional and self-competencies their owner-managers/leaders would need to 

develop for their ventures to succeed in their multiple markets? By addressing these fundamental 

questions, the article responds to a growing chorus of voices calling for scholarly works that focus 

on understanding the elements that comprise entrepreneurial leadership.   
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One such call for research was initiated by Kuratko (2007) in his editorial note for a special issue 

on Entrepreneurial Leadership in the 21st Century. His note to researchers expressed the importance of 

considering entrepreneurial leadership in today’s new ventures. Kuratko was unambiguously clear 

that “entrepreneurial leadership is becoming a global necessity and the more we can understand 

the elements that comprise this concept, the more we can advance the concept itself” (2007, p. 8). 

His calls for advancing entrepreneurial leadership were also echoed by Leith and Volery (2017) 

who stressed that there is a need to take into account the cognitive, interpersonal and social 

richness of leadership in SMEs and to come to grips with processes that would account for 

outcomes. Both Kuratko’s (2007); Leith and Volery’s (2017) calls, for exploring and understanding 

entrepreneurial leadership, though a decade apart, demonstrate the urgency that is now needed to 

seriously reflect on the value for advancing the concept in the study of small businesses.  

 

Research that has been carried out, hitherto, seems to recognise the impact of entrepreneurship 

and leadership as crucial factors in the success or failure of small entrepreneurial firms, and has 

implications for our understanding of their business methods, viability and growth (Harrison and 

Leith, 2018; Ng and Kee, 2018; Leitch et al., 2013; Renko et al., 2015). In the presence of such 

evidence and the economic development impact often associated with entrepreneurship (Acs and 

Storey, 2004; Siddiqui and Jan, 2017; Wennekers and Thurik 1999), it is hoped that this article will 

chart a practical and effective framework for business management. The framework the article 

offers is presented as an instructive tool for use in reviewing entrepreneurship in MSME and for 

explaining complementary leadership styles their owner-managers/leaders may consider adopting 

in their preferred entrepreneurial contexts. This is important given that the multiple markets they 

are involved may require refined management methods complemented by a dynamic approach to 

business development.  
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Theoretical background 

What are the theoretical grounds that would justify focusing upon MSME management and 

business development? At face value, one would look to entrepreneurial leadership for new 

insights and direction (Fernald et al., 2005; Kuratko, 2007; Leitch and Volery, 2017). But, a closer 

look at entrepreneurial leadership’s multi-dimensional constructs may, in fact, further provide 

nuanced management and business development methods for these enterprises.  

 

Since its inception in the early 90s (Gartner et al., 1992; Harrison and Leitch, 1994), entrepreneurial 

leadership has been employed as a mechanism for diagnosing management, development, and 

growth-related issues within small businesses, in general. For example; Mupunda’s (2007) empirical 

paper framed entrepreneurial leadership as a factor in the growth and development of indigenous 

small enterprises in Tanzania and South Australia. Likewise, Koryak’s et al. (2015) literature-based 

study showed how entrepreneurial leadership influenced growth in small-to-medium enterprises 

(SMEs) by building dynamic capabilities. Furthermore, Jones and Crompton (2009) studied several 

SMEs based in the Northwest of England. They explored ideas associated with entrepreneurial 

leadership in the face of changing economic conditions and concluded that in such circumstances 

entrepreneurial leadership is crucial. Jones and Crompton (2009) further clarified that encouraging 

an entrepreneurial mind-set in SMEs requires a combination of entrepreneurial and leadership 

capabilities. Similarly, Sklaveniti (2017) offered theoretical conceptions for advancing 

entrepreneurial leadership in SME ventures. Sklaveniti’s (2017) theoretical propositions comprised 

four processes namely: creativity genesis, creativity enactment, direction genesis, and direction 

enactment. Sklaveniti underscored the four processes as essential for understanding the emergence 

of a new venture from a lived perspective. 
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Considering the above, the idea of adopting entrepreneurial leadership philosophies in the study 

of MSMEs may well provide applied and meaningful ways for isolating operational complications 

(El-Namaki, 1992; Timmons, 1978) that often conspire to influence their management and 

development. In that respect, there is a point in applying an entrepreneurial leadership frame to 

decipher management and business development enigmas in MSMEs.  

 

The evolution of entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurship is a broad phenomenon that has got many facets. According to Steyaert and 

Hjorth (2003, p.5) “there are many entrepreneurships in terms of focus, definitions, scope and 

paradigms”. One reason for the existence of many different definitions of entrepreneurship is that, 

it is studied in several different disciplines including: economics, psychology, sociology, and 

management (Nielsen et al., 2017). This study takes advantage of the rich multidisciplinary 

orientation of entrepreneurship and it aligns with Gibb’s (2000) comprehensive description of the 

concept. Gibb stressed that entrepreneurship “relates to ways in which people, in all kinds of 

organisations behave in order to cope with and take advantage of uncertainty and complexity and 

how in turn this becomes embodied in: ways of doing things; ways of feeling things; ways of 

communicating things and ways of learning things” (2000, p.13). Perhaps, Gibb’s view of 

entrepreneurship was a signal of a shift from simply concentrating on the act of new venture 

creation (Parker, 2014) or just the activities of the entrepreneur (Kirzner, 1973; Schumpeter, 1934) 

to focussing on bringing together important aspects of management and business development 

(Bridge, 2017; Bridge and O’Neill, 2018; Harrison and Leitch, 2018). Consistent with this, Kuratko 

(2014) was conclusive, stating that entrepreneurship is more than the mere creation of a new 

venture. The characteristics of opportunity-seeking, taking risks beyond security and having the 

tenacity to push an idea through to reality combine into a special perspective, Kuratko (2018) 

described as entrepreneurial mind-set.  
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According to Kuratko and Morris (2013), this special perspective has become the standard by 

which leadership is measured. Similarly, Stevenson et al. (1989) regarded entrepreneurship as an 

approach to management. In this view, Stevenson and others highlighted ‘promoters’ as 

individuals whose strategic direction is mainly driven by the perception of opportunity and 

‘trustees’ as individuals who are driven by the resources they currently hold. In other scholarly 

works, this view was extended to emphasise both entrepreneurial and leadership skills as pivotal 

in the development of small businesses (Bridge, 2017; Fernald et al., 2005; Siddiqui and Jan, 2017).   

 

Furthermore, entrepreneurship was fully described in the Education and Entrepreneurship Plan for 

Northern Ireland in 2003. In this 2003 plan for entrepreneurship in Northern Ireland, the concept 

was presented as the ability of an individual who possess a range of essential skills and attributes 

to make a unique, innovative and creative contribution in the world of work, whether in 

employment or self-employed. This conceptualisation of entrepreneurship points to evidence of a 

mutual cross-fertilisation with leadership. It also indicates that it is unavoidable that, when 

describing entrepreneurship using the macro-level environment and institutional forces, and 

micro-level behavioural and cognitive process (Breslin, 2011), one can easily stray into aspects of 

leadership. That should not be treated as a problem per se, but rather it should be welcomed as it 

advances the study of entrepreneurship and leadership, particularly in entrepreneurial firms. Given 

the multi-level nature of the business routines (Bridge and O’Neill, 2018) MSMEs require within 

the multiple sectors they spread their operations, an approach that connects entrepreneurship with 

leadership features can be decisive.  
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Indeed, because entrepreneurship recognises the interaction between individuals, institutional 

forces and the macro-environment (Bridge, 2017; Bridge and O’Neill, 2018), such a consequential 

link to leadership would undoubtedly provide the management and development base MSMEs 

need within their entrepreneurial context. In view of the foregoing discussion, a possible 

conclusion that can be drawn from this is that, entrepreneurship benefits from leadership theories 

because of their considered influence and process emphasis.   

 

Leadership  

In management studies and psychology, leadership has been subjected to extensive research for 

almost a century, involving thousands of empirical and conceptual studies (Leitch and Volery 2017, 

Western, 2013, Yukl and Chavez, 2002). Nonetheless, this intense scrutiny has only resulted in 

many different conceptualisations of leadership that do not seem to have a unifying position (see 

for example: Bass and Stogdill, 1990; Burns, 2014; Northouse, 2018; Western, 2013; Yukl and 

Chavez, 2002). As much as these ideas about leadership do not seem to converge on one common 

definition of leadership, the various angles they focus on have been largely insightful especially the 

ideas of contextual, transformational, and transactional leadership (Osborn et al., 2002; Yukl, 2012). 

From these well-established leadership concepts, two important variables including individual and 

organisational capabilities have surfaced. The analysis of the interplay between these variables 

(Hutchinson, 2017; Osborn and Marion, 2009) has arguably led to the realisation that 

entrepreneurship and leadership have some commonalities (Gartner et al., 1992; Harrison and 

Leitch, 1994; Leith et al., 2009; Harrison and Leith, 2018). Consequently, this has resulted in the 

establishment of a new concept –entrepreneurial leadership, which is progressively gaining 

prominence in studying entrepreneurial firms. 
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It is increasingly being recognised in the management and leadership literature that effective 

leadership is not universal, but it is dependent upon a wide variety of environmental (culture, 

economic, industry setting, etc.) and organizational (strategy, size, technology, structure) 

conditions (Northouse, 2018; Shamir and Howell, 1999; Lord et al., 2001). There is therefore logic 

in claiming that the meaning and importance attached to numerous leadership dimensions varies 

by context (Osborn et al, 2002).  

 

Contexts can be so complex that no single microscopic view can be sufficiently detailed and 

comprehensive to suggest a singular productive view of leadership or leadership effectiveness 

(Osborn and Marion, 2009). In that regard, there is a great need for considering the mutual cross-

fertilisation of a series of theories. To this end, this article endeavours to further advance the idea 

of entrepreneurial leadership which draws on the theories of entrepreneurship and leadership. 

 

Entrepreneurship & leadership mutual cross-fertilisation  

Entrepreneurial leadership is a concept that is very much in its infancy (Leith et al., 2013). It exists 

at the intersection or cross roads of entrepreneurship and leadership (Cogliser and Brigham 2004; 

International Council for Small Business (ICSB), 2015; Renko et al., 2015; Tarabishy et al., 2005). 

Moreover, it draws attention to enterprising individuals, even when its outcomes are measured at 

firm level (McClelland, 1961; Renko et al., 2015; Skodvin and Andresen, 2006). Leitch and Volery 

(2017) positioned entrepreneurial leadership as a phenomenon located at the nexus between the 

leadership and entrepreneurship fields. This may suggest that both domains benefit from mutual 

cross-fertilisation. Given its distinctive characteristics and origins, various academics (see Table 1) 

that have attempted to describe entrepreneurial leadership have acknowledged that it encompasses 

attributes such as personality, style, business management, internal operations and external 

business conditions.                                 
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Table 1: A sample of existing conceptualisations of entrepreneurial leadership  

Cunningham 
and Lischeron 
(1991) 

Entrepreneurial leadership involves setting clear goals, creating 
opportunities, empowering people, preserving organisational intimacy, and 
developing a human resource system. 
 

Ireland et al. 
2003 

Entrepreneurial leadership entails the ability to influence others to manage 
resources strategically in order to emphasize both opportunity-seeking and 
advantage-seeking behaviours. 
 

Thornberry 
(2006) 

Leadership requires passion, vision, focus, and the ability to inspire others. 
Entrepreneurial leadership requires all these, plus a mind-set and skill set 
that helps entrepreneurial leaders identify, develop, and capture new 
business opportunities. 
 

Darling et al. 
2007) 

Entrepreneurial leadership can generally be thought of as leading, through 
direct involvement, a process that creates value for organizational 
stakeholders by bringing together a unique innovation and package of 
resources to respond to a recognized opportunity. 
 

Goossen and 
Stevens (2013) 

Entrepreneurial leadership is the type of leadership which provides for the 
scenarios where committed followers are gathered to be led by the vision 
of the leader towards finding new opportunities and utilising them for 
sustainable success and value for the organisation. 
 

Renko et al. 2015 Entrepreneurial leadership entails influencing and directing the 
performance of group members toward the achievement of organizational 
goals that involve recognizing and exploiting entrepreneurial opportunities. 
 

Fontana and 
Musa (2017) 

Entrepreneurial leadership is about influencing others toward a goal 
through effective communication to recognize opportunity and share a 
vision about future possibilities that organizations could exploit to sustain 
competitiveness. 
 

    Adapted from Leitch and Volery (2017) and Renko et al., 2015 plus authors’ ideas 

 

Some have focussed on entrepreneurial leadership from a purely human empowerment and 

management perspective (Nicholson, 1998). Although Vecchio (2003) aligned his views with the 

human empowerment and management school of thought, he did not see anything distinctive 

about entrepreneurial leadership. Leitch and Volery (2017, p. 148) elaborated on this view about 

entrepreneurial leadership and stressed that, “it is simply a type of leadership that occurs in a 

specific setting, such as emerging organisations or small, fast-growing businesses”.  
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Consistent with these ideas, the ICSB (2015) commented that entrepreneurial leadership is a “style 

rather than a theory and it “fits” well within an all echelons approach to strategic leadership”. The 

ideas endorsed by scholars and ICSB cited above, perhaps suggest that entrepreneurial leadership 

may just as well be another form of leadership. However, notwithstanding these well-established 

scholarly views in the literature, other scholars took a holistic and complementary approach in 

their conceptualisation of entrepreneurial leadership. Those who took this approach marked a 

departure from the one-sided view of entrepreneurial leadership, and emphasised the fusion of 

both entrepreneurship and leadership constructs (see for example: Cogliser and Brigham 2004; 

Tarabishy et al., 2005). This notion of looking at entrepreneurship and leadership as an intertwined 

paradigm was also advanced elsewhere.  

 

In the scholarly works of Covin and Slevin (1988); Gupta et al. (2004); Leith et al. (2013); Renko et 

al. (2015); Stevenson and Jarillo (1986) entrepreneurial leadership was described as a synthesis of 

three key concepts including entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial orientation and management with 

leadership. In addition, Freiling (2007) offered theoretical perspectives comprising system renewal 

(Johnson et al., 2014), system exploitation (Tidd and Bessant, 2014), and system protection (Slack 

and Lewis, 2008) as anchor points that are particularly relevant in growing and managing small 

businesses. So, by combining Freiling’s (2007) integrated perspectives on entrepreneurial 

leadership with the previous philosophies that advocated for the fusion of entrepreneurship and 

leadership constructs, it is unequivocal that management and the business development activities 

undertaken in small businesses stand to benefit from entrepreneurial leadership’s functional and 

processual methods.  
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On the basis of the forgoing debate on what constitutes entrepreneurial leadership, this study 

assumes a pragmatic approach in its delineation. It aligns with Leitch and Volery’s (2017) school 

of thought that entrepreneurial leadership is about role and behaviour defined by interaction in 

specific contexts. The emphasis is on the more dynamic view of entrepreneurial leadership 

including leadership development (Leitch et al. 2009). This view also extends entrepreneurial 

leadership as a concept that guides attention to those very parts of leadership that enhance 

entrepreneurial behaviours among followers (Carsrud et al., 2018). Consequently, increasing 

entrepreneurial intensity –a precursor for commercial success in dynamic markets (Siddiqui and 

Jan, 2017).  It can be argued that a CEO’s transformational leadership style shapes corporate 

behaviour, that impacts a firms’ engagement in entrepreneurship activities (Ling et al., 2008), can 

lead to corporate level entrepreneurship (Burns, 2016).  

 

Notwithstanding this well-established view above, it’s worth highlighting what differentiates 

entrepreneurial leadership from transformational leadership for example. Entrepreneurial 

leadership benefits from the mutual cross-fertilisation between entrepreneurship and leadership 

(Carsrud et al., 2018; Hutchinson and Leitch, 2018). Arguably, its multi-dimensional orientation 

can enable a firm to enhance opportunity recognition and exploitation as their leaders and 

employees would be engaged in opportunity-focused behaviours (Hatem, 2018). Such a distinction 

when debating small business management and development is important as it provides greater 

concentration on the functions and activities that matter for entrepreneurial action (Bell and 

Whittington, 2018; Carsrud et al., 2018, Kuratko, 2018).      
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Perhaps, credit is due to those scholarly works in the literature that have endorsed the view that 

entrepreneurial leadership has more to do with individual capabilities (e.g. Hansson and Mønsted, 

2008; Kansikas et al., 2012; Skodvin and Andresen, 2006), as well as business enterprise skills 

including leading, directing, and providing scope (Hutchinson, 2017; Harrison and Leitch, 2018; 

Klaus et al., 2007; Tarabishy et al., 2005). Their vision about entrepreneurial leadership may have 

paved the way for other scholars to seriously consider it as a new method in the management and 

development of MSMEs.  

 

The nature and characteristics of MSMEs 

MSMEs are categorised as small-sized enterprises (Garnsey, 1998), that have limited liability 

(Stinchcombe, 1965) and are often established with a limited resources base (Wiklund et al., 2009). 

The liability of smallness is known to be inherent among MSMEs (Lall, 2000; Roxas, et al., 2000).  

Another common characteristic of these enterprises is concerned with the way their owner-

managers shape their organisation, management and development (Freiling, 2007). These 

individuals often imprint their DNA and they directly influence strategy development and the 

direction of the ventures (Burns, 2010). Such characterisation implies that the management and 

business development methods in many small businesses reflect, to a large extent, the attributes 

of their leader(s), owner or founding figure (Storey, 1994; Beaver, 2002).  

 

In the context of MSMEs the business model they seem to follow is distinctive and often complex. 

According to Reeg (2013a) they operate in a wide range of business sectors. This unorthodox 

enterprise behaviour displayed through their business operations was effusively explained fully in 

Bonger and Chileshe (2013). Bonger and Chileshe clarified that MSMEs engage in many business 

activities across several sectors. This demonstrates the heterogeneity and sophisticated business 

approaches MSMEs often adopt. They engage in businesses ranging from petty traders and artisans 

to high-end, technologically advanced and specialised manufacturing units (Reeg, 2013a).  
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Such enterprising behaviour can be described as context-motivated. Quite clearly, their business 

posture is shaped by the socio-economic conditions militating their environment (Kibera, 2000). 

If we take, for instance, the developing and emerging economy context, MSMEs are 

predominantly active within the informal sector (Reeg, 2015). In such a market structure, they turn 

to adapt their business activities as a response.  

 

From a developing, emerging, and even advanced country context, MSMEs have for far too long 

been a vital segment of their overall economies (Berry et al., 2002; Maxwell et al., 2007). The United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2004) reported that MSMEs account for, by far, the 

great majority of enterprises globally with the highest capital/employment ratio and they provide 

income to a broad layer of the world population. Given their economic significance (see for 

example: Acs and Storey, 2004; Alvarez et al., 2011; Audretsch and Keilbach, 2004; Bolton, 1971) 

an understanding of what constitutes their existence, nature and characteristics alongside their 

management and development process may be justified.  

 

Although understanding the management and business development activities of MSMEs has 

become a necessity, there are noteworthy issues. For example, the criteria used to define MSMEs 

vary widely from country to country. Various and complex methods for defining MSMEs have 

been reported in the literature and these have often included, the number of employees, turnover, 

capital investments, nature of activity and combinations (Reeg, 2015; Saxena and Jagota, 2015) as 

well as their business strategies and approaches to resource management (Maxwell et al., 2007). 

This has been further complicated by the wider umbrella terms used to categorise them. The 

broader categories often used include micro and small-sized enterprises (MSEs) and micro, small 

and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) (Reeg, 2015; United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID), 2007).   
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As much as the debate about what constitutes a typical MSME is worth pursuing, the disparity 

with respect to their competing classifications will not be resolved in this article. But, from the 

brief characterisation of these unique enterprises, it is clear that they are small in size and their 

reported business models suggest a tendency of spreading operational activities across several 

business sectors in anticipation for high returns and growth. It would therefore be expected that 

given their size, newness, and limited resources base it would be difficult for them to sidestep 

management and development related issues in their operations. As such, by applying the 

principles of entrepreneurial leadership it may be possible to fully diagnose and map out a new 

management and business development path for MSMEs.  

 

Management, business development and entrepreneurial leadership in MSMEs  

From a functional point of view, small businesses generally feel the effects of market pressures. 

May be their small size, resource limitations and newness to the market (Garnsey, 1998; Penrose, 

1959; Stinchcombe, 1965) exposes them more that their established counterparts. Indeed, 

managing and developing MSMEs in ephemeral markets is a challenge in comparison with 

established firms because they have to deal with limited financial and human capital in their 

response to the environmental constraints (Duncan, 1972; Robinson, 1982). Therefore, it is to be 

expected that in such markets effective business management and leadership skills would be vital 

for their sustainable growth and development.  

 

For MSMEs described as active in multiple business sectors the statement above can be true. 

Scholars (e.g. Daft et al., 1988; Day and Schoemaker, 2005) have acknowledged that actively 

scanning general economic and business conditions, technological trends and capabilities as well 

as constantly striving for a competitive position in saturated markets is a management function 

responsible for turning most underperforming businesses around.  
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Despite this evidence in the literature, though limited, pointing to the importance of management 

and development capabilities, Stefanovska and Soluncevski (2015) explained that MSMEs still lack 

these essential skills.  

 

As previously discussed MSMEs have a rather linear structure running through their owners with 

a small number of employees (Bonger and Chileshe, 2013; Reeg, 2013a, 2015; USAID, 2007) who 

simultaneously perform multiple job functions. Based on this seemingly demanding working drill, 

issues to do with management and business development are highly likely to emerge. Therefore, 

the probability that a large percentage of these businesses devote less time and attention to 

environmental analysis is high, and yet doing so should form the basis for effective business 

management methods and development strategies (Stefanovska and Soluncevski, 2015).  

 

 

Elsewhere, Mangham and Silver (1986); Curran et al. (1996) shared similar views that owner-

managers in small businesses do not invest enough time in training and management practices 

which seriously hinders the growth and development of their companies. The tendency in these 

small firms is to link management practices with individual capabilities to the characteristics of the 

owner-manager (Ates et al., 2013).  What is also common in these small firms, especially MSMEs, 

is that their owner-managers juggle several roles while at the same time taking responsibility of key 

business functions including operations and strategic formulation (Reeg, 2013a). Their 

management style emerges mostly as a response to internal operational needs that often surface at 

the start-up stage (Ates et al., 2013). Business process improvements are not often the result of 

strategic planning, but rather are made only in response to contingent and emerging problems and 

often provide short-term solutions (Jennings and Beaver, 1997).  
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According to Ates et al. (2013) any attention to technical aspects of the business and development-

related problems often arise from the conviction that the only real determining factor for 

competitive success is the technical excellence of the product and production processes. With 

respect to MSMEs, managerial tools and techniques are perceived as being of little benefit to the 

company. The absence of management processes (Kuratko, 2017) suggests that there is no 

processual organisation in MSMEs. Any form of planning is carried out on an ad-hoc basis. The 

consequences of such behaviours are that, MSMEs may not reach their full growth potential hence 

the necessity for entrepreneurial leadership (Leith and Volery’s, 2017; Kuratko, 2007).  

 

Both, leadership and entrepreneurship play an important role in any organisation particularly in 

MSMEs that spread their activities across different markets. One of their key functions pertains 

to environmental scanning (Timmons, 1978). Its outcomes feed into internal management 

processes and trigger business development and growth initiatives (Gibb and Davies, 1990; 

Greiner, 1972). Indeed, constantly monitoring the external market conditions is an integral part of 

business development (Scott and Bruce, 1987). This article does not underestimate the capabilities 

gap in MSMEs that often limit their ability to effectively monitor market changes (Greiner, 1998; 

Smallbone et al., 1995) so as to map their management and development strategies. The literature 

(e.g. Ates et al., 2013; Ahmad, 2012; Blackburn et al., 2013; Gherhes et al., 2016; Mazzarol et al., 

2009) recognised the lack of business experience of their owner-managers in the field of business, 

limited technical abilities, inadequate managerial capabilities, lack of processual planning at 

business level, and in some cases lack of confidence and entrepreneurial training as contributing 

factors. Furthermore, Mwaanga (2014) commented that operational skills (including accounting 

and finance, business planning, quality control, health and safety regulations, marketing and human 

resource management) are often the sources of management and development complications in 

MSMEs. This implies that managerial characteristics and developmental processes affect the 

growth of most enterprises (Watson et al., 2011).  
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So, in order to obtain the functional competencies and self-competencies (Bagheri et al., 2012) 

mentioned earlier, entrepreneurial leadership may provide new light for MSMEs through its multi-

dimensional approach to management and business development. This view is advanced in this 

article and it is also reflected upon by Bonger and Chileshe who commented that “much of current 

drive for MSME development is being championed from an entrepreneurship development 

perspective” (2013, p.13). Moreover, it is also embedded in one of the earlier conceptualisations 

of entrepreneurial leadership provided in Cunningham and Lischeron (1991) who clarified that 

entrepreneurial leadership involves setting clear goals, creating opportunities, empowering people, 

preserving organisational intimacy, and developing a human resource system. 

 

Methodological justification 

This inductive research study was designed to build theory (Glaser, 2002) in order to advance 

entrepreneurial leadership as a practice in MSME management and development. On the basis of 

scattered previous conceptual knowledge concerning management and development activities 

specifically in MSMEs, the research adopted an exploratory approach (Guba and Lincoln, 1994).  

Exploratory studies are associated with inductive designs (Saunders et al., 2007) and they enable 

theory formation (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Accordingly, the research was able to delve into the 

literature on entrepreneurial leadership to gain in-depth insights and new perspectives for 

describing the complex management and development activities of MSMEs, consequently, 

mapping a new path for MSMEs using the multi-dimensional constructs of entrepreneurial 

leadership.  
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Since the study is literature-based, a key question in achieving its stated goals, stated above, related 

to an appropriate literature review technique to adopt. This research design-related question 

resulted in a trade-off favouring a traditional/narrative literature technique as opposed to a 

systematic (Boland et al., 2017; Gouch et al., 2012). Adopting a systematic review approach would 

have restricted the analysis of secondary data to studies with a specific research design(s) e.g. meta-

analysis (featuring quantitative findings) or meta-synthesis (with findings mainly from multiple 

qualitative research studies (Cronin et al., 2008). Systematic reviews tend to follow rigid criteria 

which requires spelling out the inclusion and exclusion criterion (Coughlan et al., 2007).  

 

On that basis, a traditional or narrative literature review (Cronin et al., 2008) was deemed 

appropriate in that the research was able to sift through a sizeable and related body of literature 

(Branley et al., in Seale 2018) on entrepreneurial leadership, management and business development 

in small businesses. The headings in the literature review section were organised into relevant 

entrepreneurial leadership themes following Saunders et al. (2007) “relevance tree” technique.  

 

Although traditional literature reviews originate from clinical related studies (Aveyard, 2010; 

Beecroft et al., 2006), utilising their basic technique, in this article, enabled the research to benefit 

from the literature entrepreneurship, leadership and entrepreneurial leadership leading to 

development of nuanced insights and an instructive model prescribing managerial and 

development activities for MSMEs. Moreover, adopting the principles of a traditional literature 

review (Bryman, 2008; Cronin et al., 2008; Gouch et al., 2012; Gray, 2018) deepened and widened 

the research enabling the study to assimilate and synthesise (Boland et al., 2017) the constructs of 

entrepreneurial leadership including management and business development in MSMEs. 
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Discussions  

Most MSMEs that are currently active in developing, emerging economies and to some extent 

advanced economies do not seem to follow a developmental business path that starts in a modest 

way and eventually develops much more complicated and sophisticated processes of production 

(Reeg, 2013a). Reeg (2015) explained that MSMEs often lack the know-how for improving and 

developing their businesses further. This lack of a structured development path and know-how in 

MSMEs points them towards entrepreneurial leadership as a possible solution for plotting 

effective management and business development strategies, hence it was focused on in this article. 

According to Smallbone et al. (1995) active strategies are a necessity in small businesses in terms 

of achieving business development and growth.  

 

A common problem that is often recycled in the scholarly works on small business management 

concerns their owner-managers (Chaston, 2010; Down, 2013).  They are known to juggle several 

roles in their businesses (Ahmad, 2012; Shrader et. al., 1989; Smallbone et al., 1995). As they do so, 

they show obvious signs of lacking the necessary time and heterogeneous skills resulting in the 

negligence of managerial and business development issues (Fuller-Love, 2006). Because of their 

neglected managerial and developmental issues, it becomes extremely challenging for them to grow 

their businesses to a point where they are able to manage day-to-day operations effectively (Gray, 

2002). This inevitably contributes to the failure of their ventures (Longenecker et al., 2014). To 

reduce such failures Fuller-Love (2006) expressed that management development is necessary for 

improving the skills of managers and for ultimately developing organisational capabilities. In their 

contribution to this debate, Hill and Stewart (2000) explained the management and business 

development methods common in MSMEs. Hill and Stewart clarified that their management 

methods are often “informal, reactive and short-term in outlook” (2000, p.114). Related to this, 

Kotey and Slade (2005) explained that there is a high degree of informality in micro-sized small 

businesses.  
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In comparison with large organisations, MSMEs or small-sized enterprises follow a more 

personalised management approach which is less-formal (Wilkinson, 1999). Clearly, there is 

consensus in the literature that business management in small businesses is largely carried out 

through informal means (see for example: Blackburn et al., 2013; Gibb and Scott, 1985; Robinson 

and Pearce, 1984; Shrader et. al., 1989). Such informality may be due to a combination of the 

manager-employee proximity in smaller businesses and, again, lack of resources (Bardoel et al., 

1999; Kinnie et al., 1999).  

 

Informality may have its roots in entrepreneurship, but it is equally important to recognise that 

organisational planning and/or formal systems are necessary in MSMEs as ways of harnessing 

entrepreneurial outcomes (Chaston, 2010; Duane et al., 2009) in the various business sectors they 

trade. As such, the focus on entrepreneurial leadership, in this article, initiates progression towards 

instituting effective management and business development methods in MSMEs.  

 

The mutual cross fertilisation (Leitch and Volery, 2017) between entrepreneurship and leadership 

positions entrepreneurial leadership as a grounded theoretical proposition that can benefit small 

business management and development initiatives in meaningful and applicable ways. Clearly, in 

its absence, MSMEs that operate in multiple markets would, most likely, find it hard to develop 

and grow. Perhaps this validates the rationale for proposing the multi-dimensional entrepreneurial 

leadership paradigm as an instructive framework in the management and development of MSMEs 

(Roxie et al., 2008) especially in the multiple markets they operate in (Bagheri et al., 2012).  
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Mapping a new path for MSME 

The emergence of entrepreneurial leadership as a paradigm to use for recommending fresh 

management and development methods for businesses is timely and promising particularly for 

MSMEs, in several ways. Firstly, it provides vital instructive tools that would assist MSMEs to plot 

their way through the rough business terrain, often triggered by market instability (Duane et al., 

2009; Longenecker et al., 2014). Secondly, it evokes new strategic thinking (Hitt et al., 2001; Ireland 

et al., 2003; Ireland et al., 2009) for their owner-managers/leaders in ways they may have never 

been able to before. Thirdly, entrepreneurial leadership provides new theoretical and applied 

methods for addressing management and business development-related complications as well as 

ideas for avoiding strategic dissonance (Burns, 2014; Timmons and Spinelli, 2009) in MSMEs. Its 

theoretical and practical influence hypothesised above, marks its advent as a potent paradigm for 

understanding management and business development in entrepreneurial ventures.  

 

The theoretical implications of the new framework 

In order to plot a new path for MSME management and development, Figure 1 is presented as an 

instructive and multivariate framework. It inculcates owner-managers in MSMEs to concentrate 

on developing their functional and self-competencies using the entrepreneurial leadership 

microscope. As part of their development exercise, the multivariate entrepreneurial leadership 

framework can be utilised as the base that supports management and business development 

practices in MSMEs. Considering that dealing with environmental uncertainty is a major problem 

for entrepreneurs (Floren, 2006; Gupta et al., 2004; Wynarczyk et al., 1993) in general; 

entrepreneurial thinking, opportunity-seeking, risk bearing, and proactive behaviour should define 

their business approach (Nicholson, 1998).  
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Applying such behavioural traits in business modelling demonstrates the impact of the 

entrepreneurship and leadership cross-fertilisation manifested in entrepreneurship and leadership 

density (Kuratko, 2018; Matthews, 2017) within the new Framework. Without focussing on 

entrepreneurial systems in MSMEs, the process of crafting an effective business plan fitting their 

multiple markets would be a mammoth task for their owner-managers or leaders. As such, drawing 

on the fusion of entrepreneurship and leadership to inform the business planning process sets the 

path for their success within their entrepreneurial context. Accordingly, the new Framework shows 

management knowledge and business development techniques embedded in entrepreneurship and 

leadership density as directly influencing planning. Furthermore, utilising this density as a template 

for organising and planning business activities in MSMEs may also defuse operations-related 

constrains that often characterise turbulent markets.  

 

Figure 1: Advancing entrepreneurial leadership as a practice for the management and 
development activities of MSMEs 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Moreover, the new framework suggests that owner-managers must calibrate informality and 

structure in their MSMEs through engaging in systematic business planning and organisation. This 

integrated and holistic way of doing business will undoubtedly enhance their chances of being 

effective leaders and for enabling the success of their business.  
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Another important assumption the Framework advances concerns the development of the owner-

managers own abilities. It illustrates that developing a mixture of competencies would improve 

their awareness of the need for additional leadership capacity within themselves and others in the 

firm (Carsrud et al., 2018). Doing so is envisaged to contribute towards achieving the management 

and development goals of their ventures. From that perspective, the framework may inspire them 

to be indifferent to social distractions (Nicholson, 1998), and to be energised by the thought of 

success in their multiple markets. Thus, it invites them to envision and enact a proactive 

transformation of their MSMEs’ transaction set. 

 

The practical Implications of the new framework  

The theoretical and practical appeal the new Framework recommends, has implications for how 

owner-managers/leaders manage and develop their businesses in distinct markets. Clearly, its 

emphasis on cross-fertilisation makes it applicable in different contexts. On that basis, there is 

ground for extending its utility in several types of contemporary firms that operate in today’s 

globalised markets. For example, it can be utilised in entrepreneurial firms including; international 

new ventures (INVs), family businesses, multinational enterprise to defuse management and 

business development issues. Indeed, as the world markets continue to converge, uncertainty is 

unavoidable (Simba and Ndlovu, 2015). Therefore, organisations of all sizes have no choice, but 

to prioritise the search for theoretical and practical solutions for their business management and 

development problems. Against that backdrop, this article has demonstrated that entrepreneurial 

leadership offers new applied knowledge with the capacity to unlock management and 

development complications in most firms. Thus, the proposed model in Figure 1 is timely.  
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Arguably, the way in which entrepreneurial leadership has been articulated in Figure 1, clearly 

signals the advent of an integrated and holistic approach for instructing management and business 

development activities in contemporary firms. At the core of such activities is entrepreneurial 

leadership and managers/CEOs/owners of various types of businesses have to appreciate its 

benefits. Particularly, the individual and organisational benefits associated with entrepreneurship 

and leadership. For academics, the various angles of debate concerning the theoretical intersection 

between entrepreneurship and leadership this article presents, offer them new knowledge that has 

for long been absent.    

Conclusions 

This article validated entrepreneurial leadership as a practice in MSMEs, in particular, and small 

businesses, in general. It has engaged in the debate about management and business development 

methods in these small-sized firms and has mapped a new way that may be applied to small 

businesses in general.  

 

Given that the majority of MSMEs’ management and businesses development activities hinge on 

the capabilities of their owner-managers, the research highlighted the need for these individuals to 

pay attention to the development of their functional and self-competences to grow their 

businesses. Clearly, in the multiple business sectors MSMEs trade (Bonger and Chileshe, 2013) 

both endogenous and exogenous factors (Timmons, 1978) conspire to influence their business 

activities, and under such conditions an integrated business framework anchored on 

entrepreneurial leadership was offered, in this article, as a possible way for providing theoretical 

and applied management and business development solutions.  
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The way in which entrepreneurial leadership has been utilised to plot a path for management and 

business development in MSMEs forms a key part of contributions that the subject matter of this 

study is essentially about. Indeed, given that MSMEs operate in multiple business sectors and are 

profoundly influenced by their owner-managers, the cross fertilisation between entrepreneurship 

and leadership advanced in this research, has offered refined theoretical and functional ways for 

mapping their management and business development methods. Considering that existing 

management and development paradigms originate from studies that have focused only on large 

and established businesses their use for the purposes of studying MSMEs would be problematic. 

Therefore, advancing entrepreneurial leadership practice when simultaneously debating 

management and business development activities in MSMEs was timely.  Particularly, in providing 

vital instructive tools that would assist MSMEs to map their way through a rough business terrain 

often triggered by market instability (Duane et al., 2009; Longenecker et al., 2014). Moreover, it 

modifies thinking within MSMEs in ways they may have never been able to before.  

 

Research limitations 
 
As much as the chosen research method was deemed appropriate it has its inherent limits. For 

example; the traditional or narrative literature review approach adopted for this study provided a 

critical appraisal and analysis of the wider literature on entrepreneurial leadership, whereas a 

systematic literature review approach would have required the study to explicitly adhere to a rigid 

protocol for screening secondary sources based on research design. Nonetheless, the rationale for 

adopting a traditional or narrative literature review approach was to cover the wider literature on 

entrepreneurship and leadership in order highlighting and advance the benefits of a cross-

fertilisation in managing and developing small businesses.   
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Suggestion for future studies 

As the voices calling for more attention on entrepreneurial leadership continue to grow louder (see 

Kuratko, 2007; Leitch and Volery, 2017; Harrison and Leitch, 2018; Hutchinson, 2018), this study 

responds by offering theoretical perspectives that introduce new ways for applying the concept in 

MSMEs. In doing so, the article sets the tone for future studies. To continue advancing this new 

concept, scholars and practitioners in both the entrepreneurship and leadership disciplines are 

invited to test the applicability of the theoretical perspectives this article has offered in different 

entrepreneurial contexts. As Kuratko (2007, 8) puts it “the more we can understand the elements 

that comprise this concept, the more we can advance the concept itself”. This will have significant 

implications in terms of how entrepreneurial firms, whether large or small, may be managed in the 

future. 
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