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Abstract

Background: Some of the obstacles to successful entrepreneurship in emerging economies are embedded in the internal operations and management of enterprises, especially women mid-scale enterprises. This includes the lack of effective strategies that promote the growth of women-owned mid-scale enterprises and their inclination towards necessity-based entrepreneurship, which greatly limits their growth potential.

Aim: The study explored the experience and know-how of strategies applied by three high-profiled women-owned mid-scale enterprises in East Africa to stimulate their business growth.

Methods: A qualitative research approach, using perspective seeking methods by applying unrestrictive semi-structured questioning was adopted.

Results: Findings suggest that women must embrace, recognise and own their internal aspirations and ambition to grow their mid-scale enterprise.

Conclusion: Women-owned mid-scale enterprises showed the need to map out their strategic growth plan and it must be built on a solid foundation to justify the need to grow for all stakeholders to buy into it.
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Introduction

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are a vibrant force in most African economies, especially in relation to employment creation. They represent 90% of most enterprises whilst accounting for 63% of employment and contributing up to 50% of gross domestic product (GDP) in developing countries (Booysen 2015; Ezekiel et al. 2017; Gupta, Guha & Krishnaswami 2013; Sriram & Mersha 2010). World Bank data further suggest that SMEs in Africa contribute to 60% of all employment and as much as 40% to emerging economies GDP. This is further supported by the World Bank Report (2019) which stated that the entrepreneurship rate in sub-Saharan Africa is the highest in the world as of 2019; however, most entrepreneurs fail to progress beyond small-scale subsistence, which hinders their contribution to poverty reduction and prosperity. In addition, gender parity in the entrepreneurship sector in Africa is said to be as low as 0.59% according to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) (2017/2018) report (Singer, Herrington & Menipaz 2018).

Women-owned business enterprises are smaller, less dynamic and tend to generate less income than their male counterparts (Potter, Halabisky & Hannig 2016). Even with the presence of a higher majority of women entrepreneurs in sub-Saharan Africa than other regions (Hallward-Driemeier 2013), these women still operate in traditional and informal sectors with minimal opportunities for expansion. Their enterprises do not yield sufficient profits and offer fewer possibilities to realise their potential (Hallward-Driemeier 2013; Nesbitt-Ahmed 2017).

Women entrepreneurs lack effective strategies that foster growth (Sriram & Mersha 2010) and are usually inclined towards necessity-based entrepreneurship (Irene 2017; Odebrecht 2013; Potter et al. 2016). And yet, the strategic component and role of internal capabilities of African business enterprises have mostly been ignored as factors that shape business performance (Tvedten, Wendelboe & Jeppesen 2012). In addition, the need to balance strategic practices within entrepreneurship has not been fully exhausted empirically, especially in the qualitative sense (Foss & Lyngsie 2012; Kuratko & Audrestch 2009; Kyrgidou & Hughes 2010; Kyrgidou & Petridou 2011; Schindehutte & Morris 2009).

Therefore, the main research question for this article is: What are the thoughts of three high-profile women, who own mid-scale enterprises in East-Africa, on stimulating the growth of their mid-scale enterprises?

Research methods and design

A social constructivist ontology is embraced by the authors with the notion that different people create meaning continuously in various ways through their interactions (Ponelis 2015; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2009; Soini, Kronqvist & Huber 2011). The researchers’ epistemology entailed a subjective approach towards understanding multiple experiences and insights derived from the participants (Camargo-Borges & Rasera 2013; Creswell 2013; Howitt 2019; Ponelis 2015; Sutton & Austin 2015). Axiology embraced the researchers’ values and orientation towards ‘women economic empowerment’ and the role this played on how the research was conducted including relevance and choice of the research topic, philosophical paradigm and data collection approach (Creswell 2013; Ponelis 2015; Saunders et al. 2009).

A qualitative research approach was adopted using perspective-seeking methods (Gray 2014) by applying unrestrictive semi-structured questioning (Mackay & Gass 2016) to generate varied views from a small but influential group of three high profile business women, located in East Africa, each considered as a case (Choy 2014). This was based on recurring experiences, which were both similar and different in nature (Creswell 2013, 2014; Dunn 2010; Hennink, Hutter & Bailey 2010). Three participants, one per country, were selected to gather insights on the mid-scale growth phenomenon (Ridder 2017) using Yin’s (2008) reasoning of replication. This was done by replicating procedures in each of the three participants whilst describing them in details and taking note of their unique and similar circumstances.

Further to this, the authors adopted a narrative literature review approach, which focused on analysing and summarising existing evidence (Arshed & Danson 2015) to gather theoretical knowledge on mid-scale growth issues to enrich the findings (Bryman 2008; Howitt 2019; Saunders et al. 2009; Taylor, Bogdan & DeVault 2016).

The study population consisted of perceived successful women entrepreneurs in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. These countries were selected because of their unique women business profiles, promising entrepreneurial status and overall potential for economic growth within their respective regions. Uganda has been acclaimed for its high number of women entrepreneurs globally (Mastercard 2017; Ngugi 2017), Kenya is lauded for the government’s efforts to promote women entrepreneurship through affirmative actions (Rugene 2015; Wanjala 2018) and the government of Tanzania’s transition from socialism to private enterprises has seen women flourishing within the entrepreneurship sector (Edwards 2012; Verhoef 2017).

A deliberate and judgemental sampling process was applied, which included a small, non-random and purposively selected group of three high-profile women who own mid-scale enterprises, one from Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda, each considered as a case. These women were carefully selected because of their expertise and lengthy experience on women entrepreneurship issues (Howitt 2019; Mason 2010; O’Reilly & Parker 2012; Panneerselvam 2018; Uwe 2015). The idea was to target mid-scale enterprises owned by women who would sufficiently answer the research question and whose views would be considered as influential in sharing their thoughts on growth strategies they adopt, based on their lengthy experience in leading their respective mid-scale enterprises. Therefore the researchers were realistic, flexible and rational when determining this sample (Howitt 2019; Jette, Grover & Keck 2003; O’Reilly & Parker 2012).

The distinct narrative voice of the women was amplified to gather insights from them on how their business operations have improved through the use of the growth strategies they applied (Creswell 2007; Kendall & Kendall 2012; Taylor et al. 2016; Wang & Geale 2015).

Studies revealed that qualitative research findings may not be that accurate and are less likely to be representative or generalised because of the restrictive scope of the study (Bryman 2008; Choy 2014; Dunn 2010; Howitt 2019). The small sample usually adopted during qualitative studies is not likely to represent the wider context as was the case with this study. However, the authors applied Williams (2000:215) notion of ‘moderatum generalisations’ which points out that the primary focus of an enquiry in this case exploring how growth strategies can be adopted from perceived successful women entrepreneurs in East Africa represents a sub-section of a larger setting. This meant that data from the three participants represented the wider entrepreneurial setting in Africa to some extent. Therefore, feedback from the three participants was useful in responding to questions related to the study and to complement available literature, which was amongst the key focus of this article. Table 1 presents an overview of the three participants profiles.
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Primary data collected were organised and summarised to answer the research question (Glaser & Laudel 2013). Thematic analysis was used to analyse data by examining and constructing major themes during which unanticipated insights were derived (Creswell 2013; Haslam & McGarty 2014; Howitt 2019; Thomas 2003). Discourse analysis entailed scrutiny to language (Haslam & McGarty 2014; Howitt 2019), applied as a form of symbolic interaction (Howitt 2019) to deepen understanding of aspects of the data, using language to form meaning in a creative, active and influential manner (Haslam & McGarty 2014). The authors generated five concrete themes using thematic analysis. Coding was used to categorise significant aspects of the data using colour coding (O’Connor & Joffe 2020). The study was designed and executed morally in a manner that affects society positively and took note of ethical considerations that need to be adhered to for any research study specifically (Bryman 2008; Saunders et al. 2009).

Trustworthiness was critical in this study and was applied (Johnsson et al. 2014) by ensuring that rigour and transparency were enforced during coding in data analysis through the thematic structure developed (O’Connor & Joffe 2020). Credibility was applied by initially familiarising with all participants related to this study before the interview phase. This entailed reaching out to other entrepreneurial experts to seek advice about the selected participants’ credibility followed by establishing the appropriate trust and rapport with all participants. Researcher bias was avoided by selecting all participants on an indiscriminate basis without any prior acquaintances with the authors. The multiple participant approach captured different participants’ voices, which provided diverse views and perceptions critical in generating varied knowledge that represents the wider East African setting (Fusch & Ness 2015; Korstjens & Moser 2018; Lincoln & Guba 1985; Loh 2013; Shenton 2004; White, Oelke & Friesen 2012).

Literature review

This section presents a narrative literature review, which has been applied to unpack intellectual content (Snyder 2019; Walliman 2011) on women entrepreneurship, the concept of growth, some useful growth-oriented strategies and a theoretical framework that explains two relevant theories of growth and their applicability to the women entrepreneurship phenomenon.

Women entrepreneurship

Studies reveal that women entrepreneurship is critical to global social and economic development (Ascher 2012) and allows women to diversify other sources of income, which enables them to undertake additional responsibilities (Lain 2016). Women in Africa are more active in economic activities than those from other parts of the world (AfDB 2015) and are capable of sharing knowledge with their staff whilst building strong relationships (Odebrecht 2013; Shmailan 2016). Investing in women entrepreneurship translates into good citizenship, a flourishing entrepreneurship sector and a robust economy (Lain 2016; Meyer 2018; Nesbitt-Ahmed 2017; Ramaswami & Mackiewicz 2009). However, women participation in various economies is still inadequate (Singer et al. 2018) with limited representation and a focus on smaller and less dynamic business enterprises (Ascher 2012; Potter et al. 2016; Sriram et al. 2010). Therefore, it is imperative to reduce this gender gap by introducing the appropriate mechanisms that can ensure an inclusive entrepreneurial space with some degree of gender parity (Singer et al. 2018). Some of these mechanisms include strategies for the growth of women-owned mid-scale enterprises to achieve improved performance and sustainable progress using a range of tools, approaches and techniques (Arshed, McFarlane & MacIntosh 2016; McGoldrick 2002).

Growth as an essential factor

Studies revealed that growth is an essential indicator of a thriving business enterprise, reflected in the amount of revenue generated, value addition, expansion in terms of volume, position in the market, product quality, customer favour, size of mid-scale enterprise, future growth plans, and most of all the quality of interaction between the internal and external business environment (Arshed et al. 2016; Fernando 2011; Gupta et al. 2013; Mateev & Anastasov 2010). Growth is usually displayed by internal finances, increased sales, employee numbers, assets, profits and multiple strategies (Achtenhagen, Ekberg & Melander 2017; Gupta et al. 2013; Mateev & Anastasov 2010). The growth of an enterprise is, therefore, determined by successful market penetration and customer focus, amount of capital required during start-up, growth strategy of the enterprise, availability of human capital and other resources (Korunka et al. 2011). It is therefore imperative to understand how best women entrepreneurs can ensure that their mid-scale enterprises remain stable by using the relevant growth strategies to strengthen their respective enterprises so that they can withstand demanding internal and external forces (Achtenhagen et al. 2017; Časas, Kavaliauskė & Dambrauskaitė 2011; Fernando 2011; Shirokova, Bogatyreva & Beliaeva 2015).

Useful growth-oriented strategies

The increasing need for inclusive, smart and responsible growth in mid-scale enterprises necessitates concrete efforts in the form of innovative strategies (Kronz, Sinar & Mitchell 2014). This includes progressive technologies, increased stakeholders engagement, multiple efforts around cost reduction and creation of high quality teams (Hannum et al. 2011; Kronz et al. 2014; PWC 2014; Ungerer, Ungerer & Herholdt 2016). Knowledge-based entrepreneurship that focuses on creativity and innovation (Arshed et al. 2016; Seo & Lee 2019) and dwells heavily on investing in technology, research and development are key success factors in gaining competitive edge and growth (Gupta et al. 2013; Kuratko & Audrestch 2009; Leminen & Westerlund 2012; Yang et al. 2014).

Change oriented strategies that focus adequately on the bigger picture incorporate multiple actors within the wider business environment and useful internal leadership dynamics (Mazzarol 2014). These focus on growth potential for better job creation and innovation whilst embracing growth aspirations by streamlining internal processes strategically to drive growth (Irene 2017; Leminen & Westerlund 2012).

Sustainability strategies ensure that needs of present and future generations are equally met and guarantee long-term entrepreneurial success (Akhtar et al. 2015). This includes processes like business model innovation (Charan 2017; Yang et al. 2014) that focus on solid management, strategic thinking, flexibility, predicting future opportunities and maintaining linkages that foster positive change by promoting smooth internal functions within mid-scale enterprises (Arshed et al. 2016; Bolden & Kirk 2009; Fernando 2011; Kezar 2004; Kuratko 2007; Leminen & Westerlund 2012; Uhl-Bien 2006; Ungerer et al. 2016).

Market penetration and expansion is another useful growth- oriented strategy. This includes knowledge-based innovations, improved competencies, relational tendencies and other mechanisms to deal with local and foreign market dynamics and subsequent customer retention to influence competitiveness as a fundamental growth-oriented strategy (Arshed et al. 2016; Booysen 2015; Crick, Kaganda & Matlay 2011; Dragnić 2014; Joseph & Unnikrishnan 2016; Heikkilä, Bouwman & Heikkilä 2018; Nieuwenhuizen 2014; Seo & Lee 2019; Wheeler, Ibeh & Dimitratos 2008).

The culmination of growth-oriented strategies within mid-scale enterprises focuses on a detailed, structured, flexible and regularly updated plan of action known as the business strategy (Bora, Borah & Chungyalpa 2017; Nieuwenhuizen 2014). This plan of action is designed to determine market position, conduct internal operations, attract and retain clients, maintain competitiveness, achieve organisational objectives and evaluate overall performance, a critical aspect of the entrepreneurial growth process (Arshed et al. 2016; Dragnić 2014; Gupta 2018; Heikkilä et al. 2018; Nieuwenhuizen 2014; Rick 2018; Vining 2011).

Relevant theories of growth

The stratified systems theory (SST) suggests that high level of cognitive complexity translates into learning and assimilates acquired information into decision-making (Hewitt & Janse Van Rensburg 2018; Lundberg & Richards 1972). This equips people who harbour such attributes with the capacity to analyse and offer solutions to problems and complex situations, and adjust to situations regardless of their hierarchy or level within the organisation and to be more strategic in thinking. This is appropriate when designing winning strategies for mid-scale enterprises particularly within the volatile context in which they operate to enable them to survive and grow especially in emerging economies (Jaques & Clement 1991; Unger et al. 2009; Yuki 2002). Succeeding repeatedly during strategic interactions requires analytical thinking and what has been labelled as theory of mind, which is one’s ability to comprehend other people’s motives and actions and out-manoeuvre them where necessary (Coricelli & Nagel 2009; Ohtsubo & Rapoport 2006). These authors deciphered the organisational behaviour of perceived successful women entrepreneurs including their cognitive and intellectual abilities, how they assimilate information and adopt theory of the mind capabilities when managing their mid-scale enterprises including constructing the essential strategies for growth.

The relational theory postulates that effective coordination across products, functions and geographical lines is essential for growth (Sniukas, Lee & Morasky 2016). Successful organisations come together as one to implement strategies. This form of collaboration links geographical, traditional and other boundaries for a common good. Global competition and success within global markets in emerging economies calls for shared responsibilities in the form of team work both in and out of the work place. This will promote improved innovation and productivity which leads to growth (Achua 2010). Growth-oriented strategies include relational tendencies (Crick et al. 2011) that are central to how women conduct leadership (Bolden & Kirk 2009; Kezar 2004; Uhl-Bien 2006). As Isenberg (2011) pointed out, the main driving force for the success of entrepreneurship is the level of interactions amongst variables working together, which makes women entrepreneurs well suited to engage in entrepreneurship.

Findings and discussions

Findings depict how the women entrepreneurs targeted during this study used information as intellectual capital and managerial capability to design strategies for growth as reflected in the SST (Hewitt & Janse van Rensburg 2018; Jaques & Clement 1991; Lundberg & Richards 1972; Unger et al. 2009; Yuki 2002). The element of cognitive complexities (Hewitt & Janse van Rensburg 2018; Lundberg & Richards 1972; Unger et al. 2009) was useful in enhancing understanding on how information can be used to deal with the recurring internal gaps faced by women-owned mid-scale enterprises to strengthen their ability to foster growth of their enterprises.

Five principal themes were generated in this study, which portray the need for a significant level of internal and external engagement with stakeholders when embarking on the growth path and ultimately designing the necessary strategies for growth (Achua 2010; Crick et al. 2011; Isenberg 2011; Sniukas et al. 2016). This fosters sustainable relationships, networks and linkages that feature in successful growth interventions (Fernando 2011; Leminen & Westerlund 2012; Mazzarol 2014; Nieuwenhuizen 2014; Seo & Lee 2019), and re-emphasises elements of the relational theory (Achua 2010; Crick et al. 2011; Isenberg 2011; Sniukas et al. 2016), which is pivotal to how women entrepreneurs conduct their leadership responsibilities (Bolden & Kirk 2009; Kezar 2004; Uhl-Bien 2006). The themes culminate into the thoughts of these women on strategies for growth, which can be adopted by other women who own or manage mid-scale enterprises within the wider African setting (Haslam & McGarty 2014).

Theme 1: Embrace a growth attitude

A very useful strategy that should be adopted by women-owned mid-scale enterprises embarking on the growth path is the need to embrace a growth attitude as part of the comprehensive growth plan. This can be done by acknowledging internal growth aspirations and ambitions which is a significant step when dealing with growth matters. This growth attitude was determined through the profiles of the selected mid-scale enterprises targeted for this study (Table 1), which reflect some of the fundamental growth indicators as suggested in the reviewed literature (Achtenhagen et al. 2017; Arshed et al. 2016; Gupta et al. 2013; Korunka et al. 2011). These distinct growth-oriented characteristics as well as a detailed account of their dynamic internal business environment depicted during the interviews portray the participants’ growth attitude without which growth would not manifest. The internal practices that were shared by women entrepreneurs pointed out various experiences that reaffirm that they own and manage growth-oriented enterprises.

The need to first and foremost acknowledge and embrace growth which is the first step in attempting a fulfilling growth journey was suggested by a participant who co-owns a family business that started small and grew organically. She emphasised that:


‘to have a business that is in growth stage means that you are doing something right to begin with so give yourself a clap’. (Participant A, female, above 40 years old)



Another participant denoted that ‘by 2011, I had a very big name in Country X that encouraged other saloons to open up massage parlours’ (Participant B, female, above 40 years old) and she deliberately focused on infiltrating the market by adopting a range of initiatives including engaging in television and radio talk shows, conducting seminars, training people and engaging women and men’s groups to create awareness about the importance of massages. In addition, the spa that she currently runs at her hotel resort is said to have grown and: ‘became the name of Island xx with, best reviews on trip advisor’. She added that ‘…you know last year we got the best reviews, we were the number one reviewed hotel on the island’ (Participant B, female, above 40 years old).

One participant suggested that growth may be reflected in increased product proposition, increased geographies and the presence of new partners or ventures. She stated that her enterprise has partners in Rwanda, Uganda and Tanzania. All participants confirmed that their mid-scale enterprises are growth-oriented and that a growth attitude is entrenched in their internal culture and that they have considerable experience in defining their paths towards growth.

Theme 2: Adopt growth holistically

An inclusive and sustained growth plan is a principal strategy in the comprehensive growth process. This growth plan should be doable, realistic, deliberately designed, for a specific duration and within a particular period of time. It should also incorporate the buy-in, the consensus and efforts from all relevant stakeholders especially the staff, which highlights the aspects of the relational theory that emphasises collaboration (Achua 2010; Crick et al. 2011; Isenberg 2011; Sniukas et al. 2016). The holistic approach to growth will be made possible through organised growth-oriented actions, which can effectively be determined within a robust and dynamic internal business environment. These are all pertinent in reinforcing the growth process, making it operational, successful and sustainable as several authors on growth and growth-oriented strategies postulate (Arshed et al. 2016; Crick et al. 2011; Heikkilä et al. 2018; Korunka et al. 2011; Mazzarol 2014; Leminen & Westerlund 2012; Rick 2018; Seo & Lee 2019).

Hence, such a holistic approach will ensure that the design and implementation of the growth plan are sustainable, rewarding, with a sense of ownership by all involved and illustrate principles of the relational theory that promotes relationships and coordination in and out of the work place (Achua 2010; Crick et al. 2011; Isenberg 2011; Sniukas et al. 2016).

Participants reiterated that the process of embarking on a sustainable growth plan should be well resourced, appropriately understood, substantially justified and fully embraced by all relevant stakeholders, which depicts literature on sustainability strategies (Akhtar et al. 2015).

All three participants expressed the need to appreciate growth strategies holistically, which should be entrenched within internal culture and must attract commitment from the entire organisation to register success. They detailed their perceptions about how women mid-scale entrepreneurs should approach the growth process as rationally and as practically as possible, which all formed a major segment in the holistic operationalisation of the growth process.

One participant advised women mid-scale entrepreneurs to start their entrepreneurial journey with a ‘big idea’ which is what will sustain their motivation for growth and to maintain their impetus for the same. This supports literature on the need for change oriented strategies that embrace the big picture (Mazzarol 2014). Another participant gave concrete suggestions about first of all answering questions related to whether they want to grow and if that is the case, they should be in a position to answer subsequent questions related to how this growth will be managed and effected including any benefits, risks and opportunities related to this growth. According to her:


‘…[A] women entrepreneur must have the courage to answer to the question of do I want to grow? They need to define in what ways do I want to grow? And then they must answer to the question of what are the benefits, risks and what threatens my growth, and where are the opportunities of growth? And then this growth must be translated into financial benefits, reputational equity, benefit to the employees and the dividends that the growth would present to the investors or shareholders’. (Participant C, female, above 40 years old)



She recommended the need for organisational commitment and buy-in to register success of the growth process, which represent the collaborative aspect of the relational theory (Achua 2010; Crick et al. 2011; Isenberg 2011; Sniukas et al. 2016). She also suggested the need to assess organisational attitudes and energy towards this growth, together with resources adequacy, timing, value proposition and psychological preparedness. All this points towards a holistic adoption of growth, which should be internalised as adequately as possible to ensure sustainability (Akhtar et al. 2015).

One participant engaged with colourful language by alluding the growth process to watering a flower so that it nourishes and blossoms, which was captured during discourse analysis to depict meaning by portraying the love and dedication she has for her business enterprise (Haslam & McGarty 2014; Howitt 2019).

She applied the phrase, ‘if you love a flower so much you will not cut it, you will water it to keep blossoming’ to depict the love for her hotel resort. This is a motivational factor to devote time and energy to its growth like one would do to a flower. This participant beckoned women mid-scale entrepreneurs with a growth mindset to display love for their enterprises and use this love as motivation for a fulfilling growth process, which also reflects a holistic approach to growth.

Theme 3: Meaning of growth strategies

Meaning of growth strategies was a common theme extracted according to all the participants’ understanding and experiences. This theme is useful in outlining the intricacies that are crucial when determining and further implementing growth strategies. Participants revealed that although they currently lack a written down growth strategy document or model at the moment, they are likely to adopt one in the long run. One participant defined growth strategies as:


‘a strategy on how one needs to implement a plan of action, how you intend to achieve your higher level of growth, or market, or service’. (Participant B, female, above 40 years old)



Another participant compared it to an instrument that informs their growth hence, although a framework document in this regard may be absent in her mid-scale enterprise, she still has a mechanism in place for driving growth. The design of growth strategies was also described by a participant as:


‘a process through which a business will engage or implement in order to grow revenue, grow reputation, grow profits, grow talent or human resources and grow return on investment for shareholders’. (Participant C, female, above 40 years old)



These meanings were integrated in the development of this theme, which reaffirms the need for women-owned mid-scale enterprises to fully understand the meaning of growth strategies as part of their design and implementation to ensure their sustainability (Akhtar et al. 2015).

All stakeholders need to understand the meaning of growth when attempting to drive growth of their mid-scale enterprises to ensure sustainability (Akhtar et al. 2015) and have the necessary impact within the mid-scale enterprise. If meaning of the adopted growth strategy is understood as succinctly as possible, the design and implementation can be justified, it can be embraced, be owned and managed, and become a fulfilling growth process for all. This captures the coordination and collaborative elements of the relational theory which are essential for growth (Achua 2010; Crick et al. 2011; Isenberg 2011; Sniukas et al. 2016).

Theme 4: Justification for growth strategies

Theme four highlighted the need to justify the presence of a growth strategy. This justification should be sufficiently understood by all stakeholders involved when focusing on sustained growth and is useful when implementing and operationalising the comprehensive growth plan. All three participants acknowledged the justification for growth strategies and shared their perceptions.

The participant from Kenya recommended the need for a well rationalised growth strategy that should be endorsed, justified and well understood at the organisational level. She gave some details about the importance of a growth strategy framework stating that this is necessary because it establishes order, structure and discipline in managing growth. She added that ‘poorly managed growth is a risk’ (Participant C, female, above 40 years old) which can wipe out an investment. Therefore, ‘growth must be carefully managed at all times’ (Participant C, female, above 40 years old). She suggested that the lack of well-managed growth tends to fail the customers, employees as well as the shareholders. However, the presence of a growth framework will minimise risks from resources, reputation, market shares and the future, whilst presenting order, structure and efficiency (Arshed et al. 2016; Dragnić 2014; Gupta 2018; Heikkilä et al. 2018; Nieuwenhuizen 2014; Rick 2018).

The participant from Tanzania was honest that she ‘never strategises’, but she ‘deals with situations as they come head on…’ (Participant B, female, above 40 years old) meaning as they arise haphazardly but she did agree that growth strategies are necessary and together with the participants from Uganda and Kenya reiterated that structured growth is useful and essential. The participant from Uganda believes ‘a written down growth strategy model which you can follow and be accountable to could be a good thing to have’ and confessed that ‘I don’t have it and the business is running. I think going forward we’ll get it’ (Participant A, female, above 40 years old). She added that a structured growth strategy model may exist within established multi-nationals like Coca Cola and Multi Choice but it is not the case with an average women entrepreneur.

Theme 5: Solid approaches to growth

A solid approach to growth is desired by these women entrepreneurs and lends support to what is postulated in the literature that a solid business strategy forms part of growth-oriented strategies (Arshed et al. 2016; Bora et al. 2017; Dragnić 2014; Gupta 2018; Heikkilä et al. 2018; Nieuwenhuizen 2014; Rick 2018; Vining 2011). Concrete internal actions and efforts should be deliberately designed to match the external environment (Hewitt 2017), implemented and constantly updated for internal improvement and resultant growth. These are necessary as participants suggested, and should be in line with enterprises’ vision, mission and applicable within the industry, geographical settings, and national and global priorities.

Participants revealed the need for a combination of factors and concerted efforts all of which when brought together support the development of deliberately designed growth approaches that are evidently useful in the growth process for women-owned mid-scale enterprises. All participants confirmed that they do have existing approaches in place which are not captured in a framework document. However, they do perform a number of measures, activities and practices, which contribute to the growth of their respective mid-scale enterprises. Some of these activities are unique to their specific industries but are useful components in strengthening the growth process.

Enhancing growth requires improved marketing and pricing, diversification, adopting the digital agenda, creativity, functional relationships, adequate knowledge of the external environment and the ability to forecast or pre-empt the unknown.

This supports the viewpoint advanced by some authors on the importance of innovation (Arshed et al. 2016; Seo & Lee 2019) and change oriented strategies (Mazzarol 2014) for growth. Participants unpacked some tailor made internal practices that are in line with their core business to grow, which is relevant to their particular industry, their external and internal environment, and ultimately to their customers.

One participant described their diversification strategy:


‘[A]nd then also maybe you look at diversifying… The easiest thing to do in Uganda is real estate…we also diversify in product…we are looking into manufacturing, so gradually we are looking into doing our own kitchens and wardrobes and doors. ….. see that we get to the client at the earliest point possible’. (Participant A, female, above 40 years old)



According to Mazzarol (2014), these are diversification oriented strategies that focus on the bigger picture and are necessary for growth and survival. The same participant described their efforts to purely digitalise their enterprises as another significant approach to grow the business. According to another participant, the researchers’ attempt to design some essential strategies for growth, prompted her to think through her growth process consciously and share some of their targeted approaches related to growth and sustainability


‘…with you trying to put something on paper I can say where the growth strategy is involved, for example you need to have your marketing…I need to consider the pricing…have special meals because it’s a hotel…there is creativity…and then how you cooperate with the external suppliers in order to make the customer feel good’. (Participant B, female, above 40 years old)



These are echoed by Arshed et al. (2016) and Booysen (2015)’s insights on the importance of market penetration and customer retention strategies.

Conclusions and recommendations

The study concludes with the observation that the concept of growth and the meaning of it is a holistic and ongoing internal transformation process that requires various deliberately designed and inter-linking strategies to realise success. Part of this process, firstly, includes internalising and embracing a personal desire to grow their mid-scale enterprises. Secondly, as a requirement for success, the adoption of the idea to embark on growth strategies by all stakeholders must be embraced. Thirdly, the meaning of the growth strategy and where it will lead the enterprise, and what will be required must be understood by all stakeholders within the enterprise. Fourthly, the justification to drive growth must be built on a solid foundation to ensure commitment from all. Lastly, clear focus is required by participants on the type of strategies that are to be pursued.

These processes should all be taken into consideration, internalised and unpacked comprehensively by all relevant stakeholders with the women entrepreneur at the helm. Such intricacies within the growth design and implementation process should be applied to various geographical settings using the correct operational approach to ensure that they are understood and accepted in an inclusive manner.

Succession planning and empowering of employees in strategic areas were not discussed, however, Hewitt and Janse Van Rensburg (2018) warned that mid-scale enterprises that are on a growth trajectory must, from an early stage, plan for succession, or the business will come to an abrupt end or stifle its own growth because of the owner working ‘in’ the business and not ‘on’ the business. If the owner is not able to run the business anymore, will the business still be operational? If not, their never was a business (Hewitt & Janse Van Rensburg 2020). A concern is the lack of documented growth strategies, which makes it difficult for staff and other stakeholders as the growth map resides with the owner. These owners become directive in terms of what they want and how it must be done, with little room for stakeholders to contribute meaningfully to the growth of the enterprise as they lack the vision.

Contributions and limitations

The study contributes to the narrative on the continuing empowerment of African women, unpacking their endeavours to grow their mid-scale enterprises. The small sample size of this study only provides insights into the lived experience of three African women, each in their own country, who made a success of their mid-scale enterprises.

Areas of future research

An area of interest includes the lack of mapped out physical strategic growth plans. The lack of succession planning and need to justify to employees why the business must grow before such a strategy can be driven by the owner.
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TABLE 1: An overview of the participants’ profile.

Variable

Description

Sample

Profiles

Criteria for
selection

Three (3) women mid-scale entrepreneurs

Kenya (1), Tanzania (1), Uganda (1)

Founder and CEO of a Brand Strategy and Design Company in Kenya
Brand Strategy and Communications Industry

More than 20 years in business

Approximately 1.5 million USD annual turnover

18 Permanent staff + 50 associates and partners

Founder of a spa and later co-owner of a hotel resort in Tanzania
Hospitality industy

More than 10 years in business

Approximately 650 000 USD annual turnover

More than 20 employees

Co-owner of an interior design and furnishing company
Furniture and interior design company

More than 25 years in business

Approximately 4-5 million dollars annual turnover
Approximately 87 staff in total

Women mid-scale entrepreneurs with over 10 years’ experience
owning and running a business

Capital turnover of above US $ 100 000
More than 20 employees

Capital investments over US $ 100 000
Willingness and ability to participate
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