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ENTREPRENEURIAL MARKETING HISTORY, THEORY AND EVIDENCE: 

A COMMENTARY 

 

Entrepreneurial Marketing (EM) is a scholarly concept that is beginning to blossom. The quantity and 

quality of related research and writing is increasing and theoretical as well as empirical works are ex-

panding the frontiers of knowledge. It is our hope that this paper will stir creative thinking among the 

readers as we combine several important domains.  

 

 

EM: Definitional Issues 

 

On a conceptual level, entrepreneurial marketing (EM) is illustrated in Figure 1. It is marketing actions 

taken by entrepreneurs while traditional marketing management typically represents marketing actions 

taken by managers.  

 

  

Entrepreneurial 

marketing 

behaviour 
     

Entrepreneurial 

    cognitions 
 

Figure 1. Entrepreneurial marketing behaviour: derived from entrepreneurial  

                cognitions/thinking  
 

 

On a more elaborated level, EM becomes more complex. EM may be seen as an essential part of the 

emerging entrepreneurship discipline and as a new School of Marketing Thought within the Marketing 

discipline. EM has obtained significant academic legitimacy in the past decade, in part because em-

pirical research is beginning to document important differences between successful EM and traditional 

marketing practices (Hills and Hultman, 1999; Hills, Hultman, Hansen and Monllor, 2007).  

 

These findings, combined with the typical EM organizational context in new ventures and SMEs have 

led to EM being acknowledged for its macroeconomic importance worldwide. Yet, in marketing aca-

demic circles we are still at the early stages of widespread acceptance. The American Marketing Asso-

ciation definition of Marketing (2007) is that it is:  

 

Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, 

and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large. 

 

It has long been noted that most definitions of marketing could be definitions of entrepreneurship and 

this one is no exception. A widely accepted definition of the entrepreneurship field is the examination 

of: 
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How, by whom and with what effects opportunities to create future goods and services are discovered, 

evaluated and exploited (Venkataraman, 1997).  

 

The entrepreneurship field involves sources of opportunities; the processes of discovery, evaluation 

and exploitation of opportunities; and the individuals who act on them. Carson and Gilmore (2000) 

state that “(t)he nature of SME marketing is that it is dominated by the inherent characteristics of the 

entrepreneur/owner/manager and the … inherent limitations of the SME…”. Bjerke and Hultman 

(2002), in supporting contextual differences in marketing, note that entrepreneurial marketing (EM) is 

the “marketing of small firms growing through entrepreneurship.” There is no generally accepted defi-

nition of EM, but we propose the following: 

 

EM is a spirit, an orientation as well as a process of passionately pursuing opportunities and 

launching and growing ventures that create perceived customer value through relationships by 

employing innovativeness, creativity, selling, market immersion, networking and flexibility. 

 

EM involves intensity and motivation as compared to a dispassionate, analytical, planning process. 

And it typically encompasses flexibility and effectuation as a creative, incremental process. EM also 

focuses on opportunities. Opportunity recognition (OpR) today holds a prominent position in entre-

preneurship theory and it has become a central focus of entrepreneurship research. The importance of 

OpR is demonstrated by the fact that most basic definitions of entrepreneurship allude to opportunity 

recognition as central to the phenomenon. Although OpR is an essential step in the early stages of 

formulating and launching a new venture, OpR may also occur to greater or lesser degree throughout 

the life of the enterprise and the life of the entrepreneur. While OpR has been prominent within theo-

ries of entrepreneurship, researchers have only recently begun to report the results of empirical studies 

on OpR. OpR research supports a number of different views of the opportunity recognition process 

and a comprehensive model of OpR has not yet emerged. Yet the marketing discipline has not yet 

embraced the recognition of opportunities, despite attention historically focusing on the evaluation of 

market opportunities. Further development of EM can be aided by integrating OpR knowledge. 

 

 

EM: The Modern History 

 

There has been scholarly work at the marketing/entrepreneurship interface in only the past quarter 

century, even though entrepreneurs have, of course, intuitively recognized the importance of market-

ing to their success. For example, in the first empirical study of the marketing/entrepreneurship inter-

face (as noted by Hisrich 1989; Wortman, Spann, and Adams 1989) several important findings helped 

establish future research streams. As an exploratory study the results were based on interviews of a 

judgment sample of only 14 venture capitalists. Yet the venture capitalists had dealt with hundreds of 

sophisticated entrepreneurs and collectively financed and guided more than 200 new ventures (Hills 

1984). It was clear that these new venture observers perceived marketing as a critically important part 

of entrepreneurship and, importantly, as different in significant ways from marketing in mature firms. 

 

Milestones in the development of EM are shown in Table 1 (Hills, Hultman & Miles, 2008). As noted, 

in 1982, the first research conference on marketing and entrepreneurship was developed. A book was 

published and its primary value was the identification of important research issues, although it was 

clear at that time that there was limited interest among most marketing academics (Hills, Barnaby, and 

Duffus 1983). One of the first research agendas that focused in large part on new, small ventures was 

published in 1985 (Davis, Hills and LaForge). 

 

In this nascent stage, two years later, Hills invited potentially interested researchers to a half-day 

AMA pre-conference workshop to discuss marketing and entrepreneurship research directions. There 

was enthusiasm among the 25 participants to hold a second research meeting and to meet with the 

AMA leadership to seek approval of an AMA Task Force. Winston Stahlecker was particularly moti-

vated and he and Hills pursued this step of obtaining AMA credibility for their efforts. The AMA 

leadership was receptive and an AMA Task Force on Marketing and Entrepreneurship was created, 
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including a budget. In 1986, a second research conference was held, and this time it met with a new 

level of interest among established researchers in the marketing discipline (Hills 1987). 

 

When Hills served as Vice-President of the Educators’ Division of AMA, they reorganized the Divi-

sion and created the AMA Academic Council with member-driven Special interest Groups (SIGs). It 

was proposed that EM should join the ranks of other specialized marketing areas such as international 

marketing and services marketing. This led to the conversion of the AMA Task Force into a SIG 

alongside fully established mainstream marketing interest areas, another step towards legitimization. 

 

There has been gradual growth over the years and there have been many steps which have advanced 

our knowledge and teaching at the marketing and entrepreneurship interface. Selected milestones are 

shown in Table 1. Much has been done, but more needs to be achieved in support of marketing and 

entrepreneurship professors and students. 

 

Teach, Miles and Hansen (2006) found that over the past decade there was a modest increase in career 

opportunities for marketing academics with an interest in EM. Entrepreneurial marketing has gained 

increased acceptance, and it is often positioned relative to innovation and product development. There 

are opportunities to contribute new knowledge that bridges across these academic silos. One such ini-

tiative in recent years was research meetings focused on German-speaking countries in Europe at the 

University of Karlsruhe.   

 

Although considerable progress has been made, including the 21 years of annual UIC Symposia on 

Marketing and Entrepreneurship, there has been limited attention to conceptual and theoretical devel-

opment. There is an opportunity to develop typologies, unique concepts and advance theoretical 

grounding.  

 

Table 1. Entrepreneurial marketing evolutionary milestones 

 

1982 First marketing and entrepreneurship research conference (G. Hills 

1985 First empirical study of the marketing and entrepreneurship interface in Frontiers of 

Entrepreneurship Research (G. Hills) 

1986 First Journal of Marketing publication: Dickinson, P. and J. Giglierano. “Missing 

the Boat and Sinking the Boat: A Conceptual Model of Entrepreneurial Risk” 

1987 “The relationship between entrepreneurship and marketing in established firms,” 

published in the Journal of Business Venturing (Morris and Paul) 

1989-1991 AMA Task Force (1989) and, later, Special Interest Group is established for the 

marketing and entrepreneurship interface 

First EM Tracks are created in the AMA summer (1990) and winter (1991) confer-

ences. Also, Academy of Marketing Science Congress track in Singapore (1989) (G. 

Hills) 

Best Paper in Summer AMA conference (P. Braden and R. Merz). 

1995 Carson, Cromie, McGowan, and Hill published a textbook, Marketing and Entre-

preneurship in SMEs: An Innovative Approach 

First Academy of Marketing Symposium (U.K.) (D. Carson, Andrew McAuley).  

Slater and Narver’s market orientation and the learning organization, published in 

Journal of Marketing 

1999 Journal of Research in Marketing and Entrepreneurship founded (J. Day, P. Rey-

nolds: also D. Carson, G. Hills) 

2000 Special issue of the Journal of Marketing Theory and Practice on the marketing and 

entrepreneurship interface (M. Miles) 

2002 Bjerke and Hultman publish Entrepreneurial Marketing: The Growth of Small Firms 

in the New Economic Era 

2008 Schindehutte, Morris and Pitts publish Rethinking Marketing 
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EM research typology 

 

It is a challenge to structure a research field, especially a new or a dynamic field with several parallel 

research streams. EM research is particularly new and dynamic. However, some primary categories 

can be identified. If painted with a broad brush, the four categories below cover several essential parts 

of research into entrepreneurial marketing: 

 

 SME marketing 

 Early and undeveloped stages of formal marketing 

 Kirznerian entrepreneurial marketing 

 Innovative, Schumpeterian entrepreneurial marketing 

 

The first category, SME marketing, represents a research stream focusing on small and medium size 

(SME) firms’ marketing behavior.  Although small firms are not always entrepreneurial, this research 

is important in the EM context. Research within this category represents some of the earliest attempts 

in the field. This is how it all started; by understanding that small firms’ marketing behavior is not 

only that of “small large firms”. Instead, they have different characteristics and behaviors. The main 

purpose of this research stream is to identify how small businesses behave in the marketplace and gen-

erate normative principles for SME owner-managers. This type of marketing is not necessarily growth 

oriented. Instead marketing is regarded as much determined by the personalities, goals and preferences 

of the small enterprise owner/manager. Decisions are made with the limited information available and 

marketing is implemented with limited resources. Within this research and writing there is also an 

extensive normative literature on “How to market a small business on a shoestring” and methods such 

as Guerilla marketing (see for example Levinson, 1993). Although this category of research is not 

“pure” EM conceptually (because not all SME owners are entrepreneurs), SME marketing offers im-

portant contributions to the field.   

 

A second EM perspective presents EM as an early stage of marketing development. In one edition of 

his marketing management text book, Kotler (2003) cites EM as an early stage within the traditional 

marketing management paradigm. Here EM is seen as a premature stage to the large firm’s formalized 

marketing procedures. It is not conceptually different, but rather undeveloped because administrative 

routines and procedures are not yet introduced in the growing organization.  This is the second mean-

ing of EM, based in how developed, formalized and systematic it is.  

 

The third and the fourth categories are more purely “entrepreneurial marketing”. We know from both 

Schumpeter and Kirzner that entrepreneurial behavior can be linked to disruptive innovative behavior 

and/or opportunity recognition.   

 

With a focus on the latter, we find a typical EM behavior in repetitive opportunity oriented behavior as 

entrepreneurs over and over again apply the same business model in new markets, the third category of 

entrepreneurial marketing. This is Kirznerian entrepreneurial marketing. A brilliant example of how 

this is done successfully is IKEA.  The same business model is applied at each new location.  There is 

nothing innovative or disruptive in this marketing behavior, but it is truly entrepreneurial. And it is 

highly successful. Other examples of Kirznerian entrepreneurial marketing behavior can also be found 

in retailing. Internationalized firms H&M (fashion) and Würth (industrial components) have become 

giants by applying in the same type of business model at various locations in many different countries.  

 

The fourth type of EM is the disruptive behavior related to implementing innovations (product/service, 

process or market innovations) to gain competitive advantage and change the rules of competition in 

existing markets. This is the marketing behavior of Schumpeterian entrepreneurs whose purpose is to 

disturb and destabilize the existing market balance.  

 

Classical examples of revolutionary innovations that have set new rules in their markets are xerogra-

phy, Polaroid photos, Apple’s Macintosh, and the IPOD. The revolutionary effects are sometimes un-

expected even for the firm launching the novelty. But the intentional use of innovations to destabilize 
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existing conditions in a market is a Schumpeterian type of entrepreneurial marketing behavior. Entre-

preneurs may develop new business models and a new logic for generation of profits.  

 

There is a substantial number of marketing techniques or marketing sub-schools in the literature to fit 

into the above categories; for example, subversive marketing (Bonoma, 1986); expeditionary market-

ing (Hamel & Prahalad, 1994) and radical marketing (Hill & Rifkin, 1999), which fit well in the fourth 

category. We regard EM as a Meta group for all such marketing approaches that fall into any of the 

four kinds of marketing identified above.  

 

 

EM strategy typology 
 

The previous discussion can be extended to identify basic EM strategies. The Entrepreneurial strategy 

is built upon the concept of customer value.  Entrepreneurial marketing is a value creation process. 

Creating customer value is a fundamental purpose of both marketing and entrepreneurship. Customer 

value is not produced solely by the seller or solely by the buyer. Instead, customer value emerges 

when the customer uses what is acquired. This is a co-creation process. And the buyer must be active 

to exploit the potential customer value that is embedded in each offering of products, services or com-

binations of these (Normann & Ramirez, 1994); in entrepreneurial marketing contexts (Bjerke & 

Hultman, 2002); and in general marketing contexts  (Vargo & Lusch, 2004 and Lusch & Vargo, 2006).  

 

If a customer does not perceive value, that specific market will disappear. Hence, to initiate, and defi-

nitely to maintain, interact and exchange with a seller, customers must perceive value in an exchange. 

In stable markets certain levels of perceived customer value will be established, as interactions take 

place over time. This is the value logic in a market: What customers receive for their money and what 

the seller obtains for all the sacrifices related to producing what is offered to that market. Customers 

have expectations, and if those are met, repeated exchanges will occur and the sellers maintain their 

market positions. A traditional market strategy is to become a dominant seller and establish a level of 

perceived customer value so that the firm can exploit the market with a profit.  

 

But a growing entrepreneurial firm must engage in other measures if it does not yet have a profitable 

market position. From Schumpeter (1934) and Kirzner (1973; 1979), a view of entrepreneurial market-

ing strategies can be derived. The Schumpeterian entrepreneur creates imbalances in an economy by 

introducing innovations that destabilize the existing value balance in the market. Changing the existing 

value balance fundamentally by introducing innovations that offer better perceived customer value is 

the Schumpeterian dimension, see Figure 2.  

 

The Kirznerian entrepreneur has an ability to see opportunities that other people do not see. By explor-

ing unexplored opportunities or niches within a market, the entrepreneur reduces existing imperfec-

tions in an economy. When an entrepreneur discovers an unexplored niche and exploits this opportuni-

ty with the same business model; and offers the same value logic as previously exploited, it is a Kirz-

nerian entrepreneurial strategy. In each new market it may be revolutionary because it may be a lag-

gard market. But it is still the same business model and the same value logic that is exploited.  

 

The intentional and repeated use of innovations to destabilize the value balance in a market is a 

Schumpeterian interpretation of an entrepreneurial strategy, type II. The purpose is to challenge exist-

ing value expectations by delivering better customer value through innovations. Another way of ex-

pressing this is that the challenging firm must set new rules of the game between sellers and buyers.  
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Figure 2. Entrepreneurial Marketing Strategy Typology 
 

 

The other Schumpeterian entrepreneurial strategy, EM Strategy I, here to maintain competitive advan-

tage, is to use market dynamics in ones own favor, by driving the market  (Kumar et al., 2002). This 

can be accomplished by continuously exploring new innovations and introduce novelties that influence 

customers’ perceived value in existing markets in ones own favor.   

 

Further, it is important to realize that individual entrepreneurs may act in accordance with one type or 

apply combinations of the above types at the same time. 

 

 

EM as bundled resources for competitive advantage 

 

Strategies must be implemented well to be successful and offer the firm capacity to compete at the 

marketplace. Although the term “entrepreneurial marketing” was not used at that time, one of the early 

pioneers was Penrose (1959).  She made an important contribution to understanding how competitive 

advantage is achieved.  Penrose demonstrated the causal relationship between resources and competi-

tive advantage. A firm can create economic value through efficient and innovative combinations of 

resources. There is a causal link between resources and the generation of productive growth possibili-

ties and innovation. She came in contact with, and was influenced by some important researchers such 

as Schumpeter, Keynes and Robbins. Penrose’s research process was not linear but more a pioneering 

process combining deductive logic with inductive reasoning.  Her book provided foundations still 

useful for EM researchers today.  

 

She elegantly defined a company and what determines its competitive advantage and growth.  The 

company is a set of resources that are available and controlled by administrative decisions.  Resources 

are tangible as well as human, and systematically bundled into useful capabilities as the base firm’s 

competitive advantage. 
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Sustainable competitive advantage comes from how productively resources are bundled into useful 

combinations.  Dynamic capabilities, the ability to re-bundle a firm’s resources and thereby adapt to 

changing environments, is the base for sustainable competitive advantage.  As a consequence, learn-

ing, knowledge and tacit knowledge are important aspects.  The importance of entrepreneurship is 

manifested in these concepts.  Managerial capacity cannot be expanded indefinitely and further expan-

sion requires additional high level human resources, encompassing entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship 

was important to Penrose. She writes: 

 

To a large extent, however, the problem of entrepreneurial judgment involves more than a combina-

tion of imagination, ‘good sense’, self-confidence, and other personal qualities. It is closely related to 

the organization of information-gathering and consulting facilities within a firm, and it leads into the 

whole question of the effects of risk and uncertainty on, and of the role of expectations in, the growth 

of firms. These aspects of the matter can be made an integral part of the analysis of the growth 

process, because the ‘ expectations’ of a firm—the way in which it interprets its  environment— are as 

much a function of the internal resources and operations of a firm as of the personal qualities of the 

entrepreneur  (Penrose 1959). 

 

Today we regard entrepreneurship as an important resource for a firm, including an important resource 

for marketing. Entrepreneurship is a resource that can identify opportunities and supply the firm with 

vision based insights and abilities to acquire external resources and reorganize available internal re-

sources. External resources are bundled together with internal resources by entrepreneurs into pack-

ages of useful dynamic capabilities, allowing the firm to develop competitive marketing offers and 

take successful marketing actions (Schultz & Hofer, 1999; Bjerke & Hultman 2002) to implement the 

EM strategy. This thinking offers a theoretical foundation for the understanding of entrepreneurial 

marketing 

 

 

EM is to effectuate 

 

A final note is offered regarding EM theoretical development. Over the short history of the entrepre-

neurship field, there has often been a tension between professors who excel at teaching business plans 

and analysis and many entrepreneurs who instead engage in incremental, action oriented behaviors. As 

we look to further development of EM, it is important to consider this disconnect in the context of the 

theory of effectuation (Sarasvathy 2001). Effectuation processes, as implemented by entrepreneurs, 

may help to explain several uniquenesses in EM as compared to traditional marketing. Sarasvathy 

(2001) contrasts effectuation processes to causation processes: 

  

Causation processes take a particular effect as a given and focus on selecting between means to create 

the effect. Effectuation processes take a set of means as given and focus on selecting between possible 

effects that can be created with that set of means. 

 

She cites Kotler’s book, Marketing Management (2003), as an example of causation processes, where 

the market is assumed to exist, classic market research methods are engaged, and marketing strategies 

and programs are developed with attention to segmentation, targeting and positioning. Sarasvathy 

contrasts this approach to the use of effectuation processes to start a new restaurant:  

 

 … (the entrepreneur) would have to proceed in the opposite direction…instead of starting with the 

assumption of an existing market and investing money and other resources to design the best possible 

restaurant for the given market, she would begin by examining the particular set of means or causes 

available to her. 

 

With limited resources of only $20,000 she thinks creatively about convincing an established restaura-

teur to become a strategic partner or using other approaches that allow the entrepreneur to create one 

of several possible effects irrespective of the generalized end goal with which she started. Effectuation 

processes allow a decision maker to change his or her goals and even to shape and construct them over 

time, making use of contingencies as they arise. The logic of effectuation processes is: to the extent 
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that we can control the future, we do not need to predict it. The traditional logic of causation processes 

is: to the extent that we can predict the future, we can control it. The set of means encompasses who I 

am, what I know and whom I know. EM, including generating novel and useful ideas for business 

ventures, is a creative process. Applying this theme to strategic management, it was concluded by 

Sarasvathy that the traditional view of attaining ends (e.g., profit, market share) must be comple-

mented with entrepreneurship, the achievement of beginnings, the creation of products, firms and 

markets.  The same observation may be made about the nature of EM. Although it is not possible to do 

justice to Sarasvathy’s theoretical contribution in so few words herein, we call on scholars to weigh 

her insights as we further develop EM.   

 

 

EM in small as well as large firms 

 

It is also important to note that EM may pertain to more than new ventures, although considerable 

research on EM is based on new and young firms.  If, as discussed, EM is marketing strategy devel-

oped by and actions taken by entrepreneurs, then firms may be entrepreneurial for many years as the 

founder maintains entrepreneurial influence. But entrepreneurial individuals may be brought in to a 

mature, stagnating organization intentionally to renew and radicalize its strategic and marketing beha-

vior. Here the level of entrepreneurship as an asset for renewal may vary over time and so will its en-

trepreneurial marketing actions. The cycle is described in Bjerke & Hultman 2002:  

 

Stage 1: The firm is born. This is done by (independent) entrepreneurship, i.e., it is a matter of entre-

preneurial growth. What is needed is more leadership than management. The entrepreneur must be a 

leader while building up virtual organizations (and all kinds of alliances) and, if the entrepreneur is 

not alone in his or her focal organization, to be a leader for his or her employees. 

 

Stage 2: The firm has taken off and grows "on its own". This is more managerial growth than entre-

preneurial growth (but still growth). Management is more important than being a leader. … 

 

Stage 3: Stage 2 cannot go on forever. Competitors and other market forces, including changes in 

consumer tastes, will prevent unlimited growth with one unchanged success pattern. Things will start 

to go wrong. It is necessary to take the lead again in order to motivate "the troops" in bad times for 

the extra effort needed to turn around the negative trend and in order to develop, at least partly, a new 

value constellation. In other words, it is necessary to start a second round of entrepreneurship. 

 

Stage 4: The second wave of entrepreneurship has had positive effect. The firm starts to grow again 

(entrepreneurially) and a new success seems possible. 

 

Stage 5: This is, in principle, a repetition of Stage 2. However, this second wave of entrepreneurship 

might be more sustainable than the first one. 

 

The level of entrepreneurship typically varies over time and the level of entrepreneurship must be in-

creased when a firm stagnates (Adizes, 1979). EM has relevance for large organizational contexts and 

this represents a more recent stream of EM research (Miles & Darroch, 2006; Schindehutte et al. 

2008). Now we turn from theoretical development to, briefly, new empirical findings. 

 

 

EM versus Traditional Marketing: New Evidence 

 

Knowledge generation regarding effective marketing management over the past fifty years has been 

largely based on the study of established, mature, large firms. Superficial analysis has often led to the 

implicit and incorrect conclusion that new businesses and smaller enterprises require a simplified, 

rather than a different form of marketing. Scholars have broadly challenged the dominant marketing 

paradigm, and others have reasoned that special conditions in new ventures and SMEs are so different 

from the conditions in mature, large firms that the normative marketing management prescriptions 

may not be applicable.  
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As the EM field has developed, there have been several hypothesized differences presented in compar-

ing EM and traditional marketing (Hills, Hultman, Hansen, Monllor 2007). Yet there has been little 

empirical study of these potential differences. We therefore conclude this introductory commentary by 

sharing selected preliminary findings from a new study (Hills & Hultman, 2006; Hultman & Hills, 

2006) sponsored in the U.S. by the National Federation of Independent Business. Telephone inter-

views were conducted by the executive interviewing group of the Gallup Organization, using the files 

of the Dun & Bradstreet Corporation.  Small employers were interviewed, with at least one employee, 

and up to 249 employees.  

 

The findings reported here are from a small sample of 752 respondents. Also, analysis of only those 

who “founded or cofounded” the business (n=502) yielded very comparable results so the complete 

sample is reported here, and we refer to respondents as “business owners” and “entrepreneurs”. We 

acknowledge that some readers may prefer to define the sample as comprised of SMEs. Further data 

analysis will resolve these issues. All of the measures reported here were 5-point scales, from Strongly 

Agree (5) to Strongly Disagree (1). The overall purpose of this study was to shed new light on the 

marketing practices of SMEs and to compare these behaviors with widely accepted normative con-

cepts in the marketing discipline. Several preliminary findings follow.  

 

Passion for Customers. All businesses today must be customer-oriented (driven), but it has been hy-

pothesized by EM scholars that entrepreneurs more intensely customer oriented. Business owners in 

this study indicate that customers are indeed central to their business focus.  Eighty-two (82) percent 

strongly agree that everyone in their firm makes customers a top priority and another 14 percent agree.  

That means virtually everyone (96%) thinks their firm does so. Part of being customer-oriented is re-

sponding to customer demands in a timely, positive manner, even as those demands change.  Again, 

virtually all business owners indicate that they do. Eighty-nine (89) percent agree, including 61 per-

cent who agree strongly, that they quickly adjust to meet changing customer expectations. Entrepre-

neurs indicate that customers expect them to respond to their particular needs or wishes.  Eighty-seven 

(87) percent agree, including 59 percent strongly, that their customers require them to be very flexible 

and they must adapt to their special requirements.  Adaptation and flexibility take on special impor-

tance in smaller enterprises, consistent with effectuation processes.  

 

Market/Customer Immersion.  EM encompasses day-to-day “immersion” in the marketplace, which 

contributes to use of this qualitatively derived knowledge in decision making. “Experience” and “cus-

tomer observation” influence entrepreneurial decision-making on marketing questions significantly 

more than formal and systematic approaches, typically employed by their large corporate competitors.  

For example, 74 percent agree that it is important to rely on “gut feeling” when making marketing 

decisions; 38 percent agree “strongly”.  Only 19 percent disagree with this marketing approach.  

 

A corollary is relying on “experience” to make marketing decisions.  Eighty-six (86) percent agree that 

they rely heavily on experience when making marketing decisions; 62 percent agree strongly.  The less 

formalized approach to decision-making used by business owners implies very limited use of formal 

market research, and this is supported  in the overwhelming majority of entrepreneurial ventures.  

Eighty-three (83) percent of entrepreneurs agree that most marketing decisions are based on what they 

learn from day-to-day contact with customers; only 14 percent disagree. Daily customer contact accu-

mulates and becomes a large part of the “experience” factor on which they depend so heavily.  Eighty-

two (82) percent of entrepreneurs agree with the proposition that their marketing decisions are based 

more on informal customer feedback than on formal market research; only 12 percent disagree.  When 

introducing new products and/or services however, a larger number, though still not a majority, de-

pend on more formal approaches.  Fifty-seven (57) percent agree that introducing new products and/or 

services involves little formal market research and analysis while 35 percent disagree.  The latter 

group presumably uses more formal market research in addition to their experience due to the risks 

and consequences of these major decisions.  It should also be noted that customers are not the only 

ones who teach business owners about their market.  Competitors do as well.  Eighty-one (81) percent 

indicate that they learn from their competitors and only sixteen (16) percent say they do not.  Also 
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speaking to the “soft skills” in EM, eighty-nine (89) percent of business owners agree that creativity 

stimulates good marketing decisions. 

 

Networks and Relationships.  The EM literature also suggests that networking is a particularly impor-

tant part of EM.  Sixty-nine (69) percent of the entrepreneurs agree with the assertion that they rely on 

key friends and partners to help them develop and market their products and services. Also, relation-

ship marketing is supported by the answers to several questions, including the 72 percent who agree 

that marketing decisions are based on exchanging information within personal and professional net-

works and 96 percent who invest in building long-term relationships with customers.  

 

Time Horizon. One of the inherent advantages that privately-held businesses hold over public compa-

nies is that management in the former has greater control over the time horizon. Business owners, 

particularly once their enterprises are established, can look to the long-term. Eighty-eight (88) percent 

strongly agree that they invest in building long-term relationships with their customers.  Another nine 

percent agree, meaning that a striking 97 percent indicate that the long-term is the orientation that they 

take to building their business.  In addition, 94 percent strongly agree and another 5 percent agree that 

they “work hard” to establish reputation, trust, and credibility with their customers.  This contributes 

to building long-term relationships.  Further evidence is that 85 percent of the respondents consider 

long-term growth to be more important than immediate profit.  The data here indicate that eighty-five 

(85) percent agree that their primary objective is to grow the business; 63 percent agree strongly. And 

concerning the day-to-day support for opportunity recognition, eighty-three (83) percent of business 

owners agree that they are consistently looking for new business opportunities.  Seventy-eight (78) 

percent of business owners think that adding innovative products and/or services is important to their 

success.  Forty-three (43) percent think that it is very important.  How do business owners know what 

to introduce and when to introduce them?  Do they react to perceived customer demand or do they try 

to create it? This is a distinction that is being increasingly noted in the entrepreneurship literature. 

Seventy-six (76) percent of the entrepreneurs agree that customer demand is usually the reason they 

introduce new products/services; only 11 percent disagree.  Thus, new products and services offered 

by business owners are usually demand driven. 

 

Formal Plans. There have been several studies regarding the extent to which entrepreneurs engage in 

formal planning processes and whether business plan writing is related to performance. The results 

have been conflicting. Focusing more specifically on marketing plans, we were surprised to find 

strong support.  Eighty-one (81) percent agree that a marketing plan is a critical business tool; only 15 

percent disagree.  This, however, does not mean  that owners think the plan must be written or that the 

owner actually has one.  Yet the findings are still striking.  Also revealing is the marketing budget.  

Forty-eight (48) of small employers have a separate, annual marketing budget within the firm’s overall 

budget; 43 percent do not.  Those who do, therefore, not only have a marketing plan (written or “men-

tal”), but have taken the further step of assigning dollars to its parts.  The formality of the budget or 

the specificity of marketing items within it is likely to vary considerably across the population. The 

prevailing view is that as small firms grow, the marketing function typically develops and becomes 

more formal.  The data suggested otherwise. In analyzing the number of employees from one to 249, 

owners of larger entrepreneurial ventures appear no more likely to adopt formal marketing practices 

than smaller entrepreneurial ventures.       

 

To conclude most business owners have a good intellectual, although intuitive business foundation on 

which to build an appropriate marketing strategy and a strong marketing program.  They value cus-

tomers highly and postpone immediate profitability for long-term growth. These data support many of 

the themes in the EM literature; differences as compared to traditional marketing teaching. These pre-

liminary findings offer significant support for the writings regarding the unique nature of EM and fur-

ther data analysis will contribute new insights.  
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