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ABSTRACT. In this study we explore the daily manage-
rial behaviour of managers of small growth-orientated
businesses and contrast it to previous research of manag-
ers in large organisations. We also investigate if one back-
ground characteristic, the owner—managers functional
experience, is related to daily managerial activity. More
specifically, we seek to strengthen the ‘managerial work’
tradition through a replication of Mintzberg’s work (The
Nature of Managerial Work, New York: Harper and
Row 1973) and an extension of the ‘managerial work’
tradition to another contingency, that of small growth-
oriented businesses. The study is based on direct observa-
tions of ten CEOs of small growth-orientated businesses.
The research provides evidence that organisational size is
an important determinant of the nature of managerial
work. However, in exploring the variability that may
occur in managerial work within a given size context, we
failed to establish a relationship between the owner—man-
ager’s functional experiences and daily functional work
orientation. The article concludes by speculating why the
nature of managerial work in small growth-orientated
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businesses may provide a template for management in lar-
ger (more bureaucratic) organisations.

KEY WORDS: Ireland, managerial work, observational
method, small business growth.

JEL CLASSIFICATION: M13, L20.

1. Introduction

In this study we seek to contribute to the under-
standing of small business performance by
exploring the managerial behaviour of owner—
managers. Within the literature on small busi-
nesses an extensive research effort has sought to
categorise and codify the personalities and back-
ground characteristics of owner—-managers and to
relate such variables to outcomes such as organi-
sational success (e.g., Duchesneau and Gartner,
1990; Entrialgo, 2002); the growth expectations
of owner-managers (e.g., Gartner and Bhut,
2000; Moran, 1998); organisational strategy mak-
ing processes (e.g., Kisfalvi, 2002); and to the
organisation’s strategic orientation (e.g., Kotey
and Meredith, 1997). In this research stream
there is an (implicit) assumption that one conse-
quence of the owner-manager’s background
characteristics is poor managerial skills, and this
in turn impedes the organisational and strategic
development of the small business (e.g., Kets de
Vries, 1985; Kets de Vries and Miller, 1984;
Miller and Toulouse, 1986; Orser et al., 2000). It
is commonly suggested that the owner—manager
must achieve some minimum threshold in mana-
gerial and administrative skill if the business is to
grow (e.g., Greiner, 1972; Penrose, 1957), and
there is a widely held, though largely unfounded,
assumption that owner—managers of small busi-
nesses need to ‘professionalise’ by adopting the
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managerial styles and techniques of larger busi-
nesses.

We believe that the study of daily managerial
behaviour is a missing field of research within the
small business literature. Studies of the daily man-
agerial behaviour of owner—-managers can make
two important contributions to the small business
literature. First, small business researchers and
policy-makers face a difficulty in exalting owner—
managers to develop their managerial skills. The
difficulty is that there is little evidence that the
managerial skills and the managerial behaviours
of owner—managers of small businesses do differ
in systematic and significant ways from those of
larger businesses (Stewart et al., 1999). We believe
that studies of the managerial behaviour of
owner—-managers will provide evidence of such
differences. Second, daily managerial behaviour
may represent a key process by which the owner—
manager’s experiences, visions and beliefs, person-
ality traits, and strategic preferences are trans-
lated into actual organisational performance. The
decisions and commitments of the owner—man-
ager, and hence the emergence of the organisa-
tion’s strategy, are to be found in the daily
managerial work of the owner-manager. There-
fore studies of daily managerial behaviour may
allow researchers to relate the extensive literature
on background characteristics of owner—managers
and entrepreneurs to organisational performance.

In this article we explore the daily managerial
behaviour of managers of small growth-orien-
tated businesses and contrast it to previous
research of managers in large organisations. We
also investigate if one background characteristic,
the owner-managers functional experience, is
related to daily managerial activity. More specifi-
cally, we seek to strengthen the °‘managerial
work’ tradition through a replication of Mintz-
berg’s work (1973) and an extension of the ‘man-
agerial work’ tradition to another contingency,
that of small growth-oriented businesses. By rep-
licating Mintzberg’s work, using his structured
observational method and his classification
schema, we provide a further test of his work. By
choosing a new context, that of small growth-
orientated businesses, we extend his work.

The choice of the small business context is
important for two reasons. First, the impact of
organisation size on the nature of organisational

work is not fully understood. Empirical work has
suggested that the nature of managerial work in
small organisations does not differ significantly
from managerial work in large organisations,
despite assumed differences in managerial roles
and organisational structures between the two dif-
ferent size categories. Second, small growth-orien-
tated businesses are an important context because
of the contribution these businesses reportedly
make to the Schumpeterian process of ‘creative
destruction’ (1934). For example, Bygrave reports
that a National Venture Capital Association spon-
sored study concluded that the relatively small
number of venture -capital-backed companies
accounted for 3.3% of the total jobs in the United
States and 7.4% of GDP (Reynolds et al., 2001).

The article is structured as follows. First we
review the literature on managerial work, concen-
trating on the many criticisms of this approach.
Second, we outline our research propositions and
methods. Third, we report our findings, outlin-
ing, for CEOs of small growth-orientated busi-
ness, the characteristics, the content, and the
functional nature of managerial work. We con-
clude by outlining our contribution and by spec-
ulating that the managerial behaviour of owner—
managers of small growth-orientated businesses
may provide a template for managers of large
(and often bureaucratic) organisations.

2. The study of managerial work

The study of managerial work grew out of a
sense of dissatisfaction with the way the work of
the manager was presented in the traditional
management literature. The principal contribu-
tion of this work has been to challenge the
rational and systematic image of management
found in mainstream management literature.
Studies of managerial work introduced empirics
into a field that was dominated by normative
and prescriptive material. Studies of managerial
work represent a distinct research approach that
is both empirical and inductive (Noordegraaf
and Stewart, 2000). Observational studies of
managerial work have provided empirical evi-
dence of the actual nature of work in organisa-
tions, that is they have identified ‘what managers
actually do’, and in doing so have replaced
managerial ‘folklore’ with ‘fact’, ‘rhetoric’ with
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‘reality’ (Mintzberg, 1975; Noordegraaf and
Stewart, 2000).

In contrast, the traditional or classical view of
managerial work described managerial work in
terms of the functions performed, for example, in
his pioneering work Fayol (1916) identified five
principle managerial functions: planning, coordi-
nating, organising, commanding and controlling.
Much of the literature on small businesses has
continued to (implicitly) use Fayol’s managerial
functions as a template for judging the efficiency
and effectiveness of entrepreneurs and owner—
managers. However, in general, these studies have
failed to find consistent results between planning,
organising and controlling variables and organisa-
tional performance (Merz and Sauber, 1995).

The body of empirical work on managerial
work has provided an insight into the nature of
managerial work (see Table I for a summary
description of the main empirical studies of mana-
gerial work). Authors from within the managerial
work tradition have argued that while they have
described a managerial process that appears
highly inefficient, such behaviour is, in fact, highly
effective. Overall, these studies present a picture of
the manager’s day as chaotic, unstructured, and
unpredictable. Managers work at an unrelenting
pace, their work is characterised by brevity, frag-
mentation and variety and managerial work is lar-
gely an interpersonal process. Managers appear to
favour verbal to written communication and
appear to react opportunistically to situations
around them through their internal and external
networks. In addition, studies of managerial work
have also categorised managerial behaviour based
upon the roles, functions and work patterns of
managers. The most familiar of which are Mintz-
berg’s interpersonal roles (figurehead, leader, liai-
son), informational roles (monitor, disseminator
and spokesman) and decisional roles (entrepre-
neur, resource allocation. disturbance handling
and negotiation) (1973).

Despite making important empirical contribu-
tions, studies of managerial work have been criti-
cized on a number of fronts. Two principal
deficiencies in the field are the lack of attention to
the context in which management work occurs
(Hales and Tamnagani, 1996; Noordegraaf and
Stewart, 2000) and the lack of theoretical contri-
bution to the study of managerial behaviour

(Hales and Tamnagani, 1996; Stewart, 1989). Spe-
cifically the criticisms centre around three main
issues: the emphasis on description, the lack of
consistent systematic research, and the validity of
research findings (for more detailed discussions
see, Hales, 1986; Noordegraaf and Stewart, 2000;
Stewart, 1989). Interestingly, the critiques of stud-
ies of managerial work have received strong sup-
port from those within the field itself.

2.1. Emphasis on description

Hales (1986) in his comprehensive review of
observational studies highlighted the lack of the-
ory development in the area of studies of mana-
gerial work. He suggests that in these studies the
emphasis has been on describing rather than
explaining managerial work. However, Hales
notes that the studies to date have ‘shed light on
five major areas and provide answers to five
implicit questions about managerial work’ (1986,
p- 90): (i) the substantive elements of managerial
work (what do managers do?); (i) the distribu-
tion of manager’s time between work eclements
(how do managers work?); (iii) the interactions
(with whom do managers work?); (iv) the infor-
mal element of managerial work (what else do
managers do?); and (v) the themes that pervade
managerial work (what qualities does managerial
work have?). Hales suggests that the answers to
these questions have described the nature of the
work performed by managers but little theory
has emerged to explain why managers perform
the work that they do in organisations. The stud-
ies have described what managerial work is like
not what it is. Furthermore, Stewart and Fondas
(1994) highlight that researchers have often docu-
mented the frequency and duration of different
managers interpersonal contacts without explain-
ing such activities in terms of theories such as
social influence or theories of power and
exchange. Mintzberg himself has noted that stud-
ies of managerial work have failed to result in
the emergence of a model of managerial work
(1994).

2.2. Lack of consistent, systematic research

A related problem to the emphasis on description
rather than explanation is that researchers have
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TABLE 1

(continued)

Results

Unit of analysis

Focus of study

Author (year) Method

structure

culture and organisational

between national
account for differences in role expectations and managerial activities

Middle managers in Interactions

The relationship between
managerial work and

Stewart

Germany and Britain

et al. (1994)

Outlines the differences between managerial jobs in Germany and the

UK

organisational structure

Limits to the extent that organisational structure, in particular the degree

of centralization, influences managerial work

Managers in 4
Zimbabwean

Extend Mintzberg’s

work by testing for

Structured

Hales and

observation

Tamnagani
(1996)

organisations in the

relationship between

(1 week) and
interviews

hotel and retail sectors

organisation structure,

managerial roles, and

(in-depth semi-

managers’ work activities

structured and

focus)

* Other replications of Mintzberg’s work have been done by: Snyder and Glueck (1980); Kurke and Aldich (1983); and Pitner (1979).
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used different categories and concepts for
describing managerial work. Researchers have
developed their own concepts and have not
connected them to those of other researchers in
the field. Hales believes that the independent
nature of research in the area and the failure to
reconcile and integrate concepts has been a com-
mon feature of studies of managerial work to
date (1986). He noted that ‘the absence of both a
common focus for the research and comparable
categories to guide collection and presentations
of evidence renders the studies to be reviewed
resistant to the search for generalities through
processes of contrast and combination’ (Hales,
1986, p. 90). He argues that the differing research
approaches of researchers has led to a situation
where the findings of studies are difficult to com-
pare and contrast, and consequently ‘anyone
seeking to build a consistent body of knowledge
from different research studies by the process of
contrast and comparison finds the task difficult’
(1986).

Similarly, Martinko and Gardner (1985) argue
that studies of managerial work have attempted
to describe what managers ‘really do’ without the
benefit of an initial theory or model to guide
data collection, to suggest hypotheses, or to
structure observational systems. Hales also noted
that there are considerable ambiguities in what it
is that is being studied (1986). He questions if it
is managerial work, managerial jobs or manage-
rial behaviour, or all of them together that is
being studied- posing the question: ‘is it what the
particular managers who have been studied do?
In this context Hales asks should ‘do’ be under-
stood in terms of the categorizations used by the
researcher and is it contingent on the character
of the job studied and the cultural setting in
which the activity occurs? Or is managerial work
nothing more than the work done by those in
managerial jobs? The problem with the later defi-
nition is that some of the work may not be ‘man-
agerial’ (Hales, 1986).

2.3. Managerial work and efficiency and
effectiveness

Another limitation of studies of managerial work
is the lack of attention to effectiveness, that is,
the relation between what managers do and what
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they achieve. A related limitation of studies of
managerial work is the failure among researchers
to consider the inherent variability in managerial
behaviour in different environments. Martinko
and Gardner point out it is difficult to ascertain
which, if any, of the behaviours described by
structured observation studies are critical for
effective performance, noting that ‘although stud-
ies give one a better idea of how managers spend
their time, current designs provide no way of
evaluating the effectiveness and efficiency of these
activities’ (1985, p. 688).

The study of managerial work grew out of a
sense of dissatisfaction with the manner in
which managerial work was being presented in
the literature in terms of the functions that
managers perform. However, the classical theo-
ries of management were not hypotheses about
individual management behaviour, but theories
of general management functions and responsi-
bilities in the work process. As Hales notes,
Fayol wrote ‘all undertakings requires planning,
organising command, co-ordination and control
in order to function properly...” and ‘in every
case, the organisation has to carry out manage-
rial duties’ (1986, p. 113). Fayol makes it clear
that it is management (or administration) in
general of which he writes, not the behaviour of
individual managers (Hales, 1986). It can be
argued that managerial work studies comple-
ment rather than contradict the ‘traditional’
view of managerial work. Studies of managerial
work described the work of the individual man-
ager whereas Fayol’s functional view outlines
the functions performed by managers within
organisation, or put another way, the traditional
functional view is a macro view of managerial
work whereas studies of managerial work have
tended to present a micro view of the individual
manager at work.

Despite these criticisms we believe that in the
field of organisational studies, empirical work on
the nature of managerial work will continue to
be a useful tool in the researcher’s repertoire.
Specifically, we believe that the tradition offers a
useful method for exploring the differences and
similarities between managerial work in small
and large organisations, and for exploring how
background characteristics impact on organisa-
tional performance.

3. Research hypotheses

Studies of managerial work have described ‘what’
managerial work is like. Prior studies by Kotter
(1982) and Mintzberg (1973) have suggested that
a number of factors may account for variations
in managerial work. As Hales (1986) suggests
‘there is now general agreement among research-
ers that managerial work is contingent upon,
inter alia: function, level, organisation (type,
structure and size) and environment’ (Hales,
1986, p. 100). Despite this, the existing literature
on managerial work has argued that there are
many similarities in the nature of managerial
work irrespective of the organisation context in
which the manager operates. We therefore expect
broad similarities in the nature of managerial
work of CEOs in small businesses. Previous
empirical work has suggested that similarities in
the nature of managerial work that are indepen-
dent of organisation context (size) are as follows:
(1) that managerial work is characterised by brev-
ity, fragmentation, and variety; (i) that there is a
preference for, and a predominance of, verbal
communication in managerial work; and (iii) that
managerial work is unrelenting in pace (Carlson,
1951; Choran, 1969, unpublished; Hales and
Tamangani, 1996; Kotter, 1982; Mintzberg, 1973;
Stewart, 1967). Our first hypothesis is:

HI: Managerial work in small growth-orien-
tated businesses exhibits many of the character-
istics of managerial work in large organisations.
Specifically managerial work in small growth-
orientated businesses is characterised by brevity,
fragmentation, and variety;, by the predomi-
nance of verbal communication; and is unrelent-
ing in pace.

However, we also expect differences in manage-
rial work in small growth-orientated businesses.
There are two theoretical reasons for expecting
managerial work in small growth-orientated busi-
nesses to differ from managerial work in large or-
ganisations. First, small size is generally
associated with greater interpersonal contact
among groups, and greater informality in com-
munication patterns. It is widely assumed that
compared to large businesses, small businesses
have less formal organisational supports,
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systems, processes and procedures (Churchill and
Lewis, 1983; Greiner, 1972). Therefore it is
expected that the daily managerial activities of
the owner—manager will reflect more informality
as measured in the nature of the communication
activities of the owner—-manager.

Second, differences may occur because of the
centrality of the entrepreneur/owner—manager in
small business organisations (Miller, 1986). Typi-
cally the managerial responsibility of owner—
managers in small businesses extends beyond the
CEO function to include many direct line man-
agement responsibilities (for example, direct
involvement in the sales process through meet-
ings with customers). The owner-manager is
strategist, general manager and line manger.
Therefore, in contrast to the CEOs of larger or-
ganisations, the owner—managers of small busi-
nesses will be expected to exhibit direct
involvement in line functional activity during the
working day — that is the daily work pattern of
the owner—manager of the small business will still
exhibit an entrepreneurial ‘doer’ component.
Therefore, our second hypothesis is as follows:

H2.1: The communication patterns of owner—
managers in small growth-orientated businesses
will be less formal than those of managers in
larger organisations.

H2.2: Owner—managers of small growth-
orientated businesses engage in more operating
work of the organisation than do managers in
large organisations.

While these hypotheses argue that there is broad
uniformity of managerial work across CEOs of
small growth-orientated businesses, it can also be
argued that the daily managerial work of CEOs
will reflect other factors, such as background
characteristics, and therefore that there will be
heterogeneity in the nature of managerial work
among owner—managers of small growth-orien-
tated businesses. One such variable that is con-
sidered important is the owner—manager’s
functional education and experiences. Specifically
it has been argued that when managers have dis-
cretion, the choice of where to focus attention
will be influenced by the manager’s background

characteristics (Stewart, 1982); that the ‘life histo-
ries’ (Kisfalvi, 2002) and the ‘magnificent obses-
sions’ (Noel, 1989) of entrepreneurs and owner—
managers impact on the organisation’s strategy
making process and it’s business strategy; and
that manager’s functional experiences, as repre-
sented by the functional nature of education and
prior work experience, influence the organisa-
tion’s strategy (Hambrick and Mason, 1984). We
expect that the influence of the owner—-manager’s
functional background experience will be evident
in the manager’s daily managerial behaviour.
Therefore, we expect that managers will spend a
greater proportion of their day focussed on activ-
ities that reflect their functional background. Our
third hypothesis is:

H3: Owner—-managers of small growth-orien-
tated businesses will spend the greatest portion
of their time performing functions that reflect
their functional background.

4. Methodology

In this study we replicate Mintzberg’s structured
observational method, but apply it in a new con-
text, that of small growth-orientated businesses.
As our interest is specifically one context we used
a purposive sampling procedure to ensure that
the firm’s studied represented this context. By
choosing to study the managerial behaviour of
owner—managers in small growth-orientated busi-
nesses we sought to identify firms where there
were similarities in the function and level of the
manager and in the organisation context, as mea-
sured by size.

The sample group of 10 owner—managers for
the study was selected from owner—managers of
small, high-growth manufacturing companies
who participated in growth seminars run by the
Department of Business Studies, Trinity College,
Dublin, Ireland (Table II). The 10 companies
represent 10 of the 45-50 small, high-growth
manufacturing companies in Ireland at the time
of study (the Irish Industrial Development
Authority produced this list of small high growth
manufacturing companies). To participate on this
programme these businesses had to meet certain
criteria — employ less than 250 employees, have a
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turnover of less than 20 million euros, and have
a balance sheet total of less that 10 million euros.
The managers were all male; were either sole
owners of the business or had a significant share-
holding; had either founded the business or had
acted as CEO for at least four years (two of the
CEOs had taken over their family business and
two had acquired the business); and they per-
formed the CEO function. The businesses oper-
ated in different manufacturing sectors, four were
in the print industry, three were in construction,
and one each in agri-food, chemicals and phar-
maceuticals.

For each case, two days were spent with the
CEO, during the spring and summer of 1992
(Note 1). Using a chronological record, based on
the data-recording format used by Mintzberg,
the daily activities of each CEO were recorded.
Overall there were few problems recording the
daily activities of the CEO. However, the incom-
ing and outgoing mail of the CEO was not
recorded. Across all the observations access was
denied to only three meetings. Apart from repli-
cating Mintzberg’s data, two additional sets of
information were added. The first, a category
‘business/social’ reflected the CEOs attendance at
social functions. The second addition was to use
Snow and Hrebiniak’s (1980) classification
scheme to record for each activity, the functional
duty being performed by the CEO. Snow and
Hrebiniak’s (1980) 10 functions are: production,
research and development, sales and marketing,
market research, finance, engineering, legal
affairs, distribution, personnel and general man-
agement.

5. Analysis and results
5.1. Similarities in the nature of managerial work

Hypothesis 1 argued that managerial work in
small growth-orientated businesses exhibits many
of the characteristics of managerial work in large
organisations. The study supports the proposi-
tion that managerial work in small growth-orien-
tated businesses is characterised by brevity,
fragmentation and variety; that managers have a
preference for verbal rather than written commu-
nication; and that manager’s work at an unre-
lenting pace.

The brevity, fragmentation and variety of the
CEOs days were reflected in the fact that over an
average eight-hour day, the CEOs performed, on
average, 35 activities. Of these activities, the
mean duration was 13 minutes. The CEOs spent
72% of their day in verbal communication (25%
in Scheduled Meetings; 25% in Unscheduled
Meetings; 3% in Phone-Internal; 10% Phone-
External; and 9% in Tour) and 28% in non-ver-
bal work (Desk). Half of their days were in
meetings. Scheduled meeting, on average two per
day, were significantly longer (55 min on aver-
age) than unscheduled meetings, on average 22
per day (11 minutes duration on average). Brev-
ity of contact was a feature of the CEOs’ tele-
phone calls (6 minutes on average for all phone
calls). Telephone calls and unscheduled meetings
together accounted for 82% of all CEO contacts,
suggesting that CEOs prefer more informal
means of communication. The majority of the
CEOs time was spent in contact with their Sub-
ordinates, on average about two-thirds (67%) of
their time. The remaining time was spent in con-
tact with Customers (11%), Suppliers (11%),
Independent (8%) and Peers (3%). There was no
general pattern in the external contacts of the
CEOs. Communication occurred primarily in the
CEOs office (84% of the time) (Subordinates
Office (9%); Plant (5%); Outside the Organisation
(2%); and Board (0%)).

Interestingly, although there was wide varia-
tion in the number of daily activities performed,
the CEOs of small growth-orientated businesses
perform, on average, more activities per day than
do CEOs of larger organisations. The CEOs in
our study performed a mean of 35 daily activities
(with a range of 29-49) and those in Noel’s study
(1989) performed a mean of 68 (range of 44—
103). In contrast those in Mintzberg’s study (i.e.
large organisations) performed only a mean of 22
daily activities (range of 16-28) (1973). This may
be because the CEOs of larger organisations tend
to have a more scheduled day with less unsched-
uled interruptions by subordinates. However
there is little difference in the proportion of time
managers spent in verbal communication (in
studies of large organisations, Mintzberg (1973)
reported 78% and Kotter (1982) reported 75%;
while in studies of small organisations Choran
(1969) reported 65%, Noel (1989) reported 80%,
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and this study reported 72%) (see Table I for a
description of these studies). Not surprisingly,
the mean duration of each activity (in minutes)
was longer for CEOs in larger organisations: for
example, a mean of 22 minutes (range 16-28) for
Mintzberg’s (1973) CEOs; a mean of 8§ minutes
(range 5-12) for Noel’s (1989) CEOs; and a mean
of 13 minutes (range 9-21) for the CEOs we
studied.

Another feature of the CEOs’ days was the
constantly changing roles and functions per-
formed by the CEOs. The purpose of CEO con-
tact varied considerably over the two-day period;
one minute a CEO might be reviewing financial
results, the next minute he could be negotiating
price changes with a customer. The CEOs fre-
quently switched and redirected the focus of their
attention. They tended to react to live informa-
tion and act immediately on information
received. Except for a small number of scheduled
meetings their days seemed relatively unplanned
with constant interruption being the principle
activator of CEO actions. They were constantly
receiving, reviewing and giving information.

5.2. Differences in the nature of managerial work

Extant theory suggests that as an organisation
grows communication patterns become more
structured and therefore it is expected that the
pattern of CEO daily work will becomes more
structured (with meetings typically becoming more
scheduled rather than unscheduled). Therefore,
hypothesis 2.1 suggested that the communication
patterns of managers in small growth-orientated
businesses are less formal than those of managers
in larger organisations. This study suggests that
the CEOs of small organisations use informal
means of communication in that they tend to use
the telephone (12% of their time) and unscheduled
meetings (25% of their time) as their primary
means of communication. Furthermore there
appears to be substantial differences in the nature
of verbal contacts used by the CEOs of large and
small organisations, with the CEOs in this study
spending 25% of their time in scheduled meetings
compared to Mintzberg’s finding for large organi-
sations of over 59% of CEO time. The more for-
mal nature of the job of CEOs of large
organisations is also reflected in the amount of

time they spent scheduling future meetings and
appointments with others. Mintzberg (1973)
found that such activity accounted for a small
portion of CEO time (3%) but for a high portion
of all CEO daily contacts (15%). On the other
hand, the CEOs in this study, as a group, spent
relatively little time scheduling their activities,
spending less than 2% of their time scheduling
activities, and scheduling activities also accounted
for a small proportion of their daily contacts, on
average less than 4%.

Hypothesis 2.2 suggested that the CEOs of
small growth-orientated business are more con-
cerned with the operating work of the organisa-
tion. In classifying the purpose of each CEO’s
daily verbal contact, Mintzberg included non-
managerial work. It is expected that the CEOs of
small growth-orientated organisations would
spend less time doing non-managerial work.
However, the CEOs of the small growth-orien-
tated businesses spent 8% of their time in non-
managerial activities, compared to three percent
for the managers in Mintzberg’s study.

Another way of testing hypothesis 2.2 is
to explore the nature of managerial activity.
Mintzberg discussed the nature of managerial
activity in terms of managerial roles, suggesting
that the activity of the mangers he studied could
be understood in terms of the role being per-
formed by the manager. However no comparison
can be made between this study and Mintzberg’s
study, as Mintzberg (1973) did not present a per-
centage distribution of managerial activities by
roles. In terms of Mintzberg’s (1973) 10 roles, the
content of the CEOs daily work in this study
reflected their active involvement in the running
of their organisations. The three roles Leader
(26%), Monitor (19%), and Entrepreneurial
(17%) accounted for 62% of the managerial work
observed across the ten CEOs we studied. If two
further roles, Liaison and Resource Allocator
(9% each) are included, we can account for 80%
of the CEOs time.

If, as Mintzberg argues, these roles represent a
theory of what managers do, it is interesting to
note what our managers do less frequently. The
five roles Figurehead (1%), Spokesman (4%), Dis-
turbance Handler (4%), Negotiation (5%) and
Disseminating (6%) accounted for only 20% of
the owner—managers’ time. It may be that the
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smallness of their organisations reduces the need
for the owner—managers to engage in roles that
deal with managing information flows in the
organisation (Disseminating, Figurehead); that
smallness lessens the imperative to seek to inter-
act with the external environment (Spokesman,
Negotiation); and that the centrality of the
owner—-manager reduces the need for the owner-
manager to take charge when the organisation is
threatened (Disturbance Handler).

Another test of hypothesis 2.2 would be to
explore the functional nature of managerial activ-
ity, though as Mintzberg (1973) did not use such
a classification, no comparison can be made.
Using Snow and Hrebiniak’s (1980) classifica-
tions, the CEOs in this study spent 31% of their
time performing activities that were classified as
General Management (30.9%). They spent, in
total, 55% of their time performing three key
functional activities — Sales/Marketing (25.2%),
Production (20.9%), and Finance (9.2%). Again,
it is interesting to note which functional activities
the CEOs engaged in less frequently. Of the 10
functions, six functions accounted for, in total,
only 14% of managerial activity (R&D (4.5%);
Applied Engineering (4.0%); Market Research
(3.6%); Distribution (1.2%); Personnel (0.9%);
and Legal (0.1%)).

5.3. Variability in managerial work within small
businesses

Extant literature suggests that functional back-
ground education and experience influences the
choice of business strategy. Therefore, it was
expected that the allocation of managerial time
would reflect the owner—managers functional
experiences. Specifically, hypothesis 3 suggested
that CEOs of small growth-orientated businesses
spend the greatest portion of their time perform-
ing functions that reflect their functional back-
ground. Using Snow and Hrebiniak’s (1980)
functional classification, the three most dominant
daily functions performed by each CEO were
identified (Table III). The research findings did
not support the view that CEO functional back-
ground determines the focus of CEO activity — in
only two of the 10 cases was there a ‘match’
found between CEO functional background expe-
riences and the dominant daily function per-

formed by the CEO; with this figure raising to
five and seven of the 10 cases, respectively, if the
second and third dominant functions are
included.

6. Discussion

This research has provided a replication and
extension of the ‘managerial work’ tradition. In
the literature review we outlined a number of
criticisms that have been levied against the mana-
gerial work tradition. Two key criticisms were a
failure to consider the variability in managerial
work and a failure to relate managerial work
with managerial and organisational efficiency and
effectiveness. We sought to overcome this first
weakness by (i) exploring if organisation size would
account for variability in managerial behaviour;
and (ii) by exploring if one background charac-
teristic, functional education and experience,
would explain variability in managerial behav-
iour among CEOs of small growth-orientated
businesses.

This research provides evidence that the nat-
ure of managerial work in small growth-orien-
tated businesses is both similar and different to
manageial work in large organisations. Specifi-
cally this research suggests that there is greater
brevity and fragmentation in the nature of
managerial work in small growth-orientated busi-
nesses; and that managers in small growth-orien-
tated businesses rely on more informal
communication channels. Organisational size
may result in variability in the nature of manage-
rial work because of the centrality of the owner—
manager in owner-managed businesses and
because of the absence of formal systems and
procedures in small organisations. In terms of
the functional nature of managerial work the
research suggests that owner—-managers do in fact
spend a large proportion of their time dealing
with operational issues, though given the differ-
ences in classifications we were unable to com-
pare our observations with those of Mintzberg’s
larger organisations.

We also explored the variability that may
occur in managerial work within a given size
context, by relating one background characteris-
tic, managerial functional experiences, with the
nature of managerial work. While exiting litera-
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ture on entreprencurial experience asserts that
the entreprencur’s experience influences organisa-
tional performance, there is little concrete evi-
dence to support such assertions (Reuber and
Fischer, 1994). Interestingly we failed to establish
a relationship between the owner—manager’s
functional experiences and daily functional work
orientation, though it should be noted that our
measure of functional experience failed to cap-
ture the extent/depth of each owner—-manager’s
experience or the extent of the collective func-
tional experience in each organisation.

A further criticism of the managerial work tra-
dition is a failure to relate managerial work to or-
ganisational effectiveness. In the context of this
study an important, though unanswered, question
is as follows: does the unrelenting pace and the
informal means of communication we identified
reflect effective managerial behaviour (our sample
has an inbuilt success bias), or alternatively does
it reflect the assertion of existing theory that
owner—managers in small businesses lack manage-
rial capabilities? While the data in this study can-
not establish if the behaviours we observed are
associated with success, it does raise an interest-
ing theoretical question — if the managers we
observed represent effective behaviour, could the
context we studied provide a template for manag-
ers in larger (more bureaucratic) organisations?

Why might this be the case? Organisations
theorists suggest that organisations are experienc-
ing significant discontinuities in terms of how
they are managed and structured (Child and
McGrath, 2001). Boisot provides a persuasive
argument that suggests that information technol-
ogies will increase the capacity of organisations
to capture, process, transmit and store data,
while simultaneously allowing CEOs increase
their reliance on richer and potentially more
valuable, qualitative data (1998). He presents
these as contradictory effects, with the former
potentially eroding one advantage of largeness
(the ability to capture and analyse information),
and the latter accentuating the typical advantage
of smallness (the use of qualitative data and
‘intuitive’ decision making). Therefore managers
in large organisations may need to adopt the
more informal and ‘hands-on” managerial
approach we observed in small growth-orientated
businesses. Much more research is needed before

we could make more definitive statements on this
matter.

7. Conclusions

Before concluding we note some of the limita-
tions of this study. The nature of this study, a
replication, albeit an extension to a new context,
limited this study in three important ways. First,
the limitations that are associated with the
‘observational’ method apply equally to this
study (for example, selection bias in terms of the
days studied). Also, given the timing of the
empirical work, the impact of e-mail and other
information technologies were not recorded. Sec-
ond, while we extended the scope of Mintzberg’s
original study, by exploring variability in behav-
iour within a size context, we restricted our anal-
ysis to the consideration of only one background
variable (functional experiences). For the ‘obser-
vational’ methodology to make a contribution to
theory development in the field of small business,
it will be necessary to include a much broader
and richer array of variables that capture the
background characteristics of owner—managers.
Third, in seeking to relate background functional
experiences to managerial behaviour we limited
our attention to ‘counting’ the amount of the
managers’ attention devoted to a particular activ-
ity. Clearly the amount of time devoted to an
activity is only a proxy for the importance/
impact of that activity. Future research will need
to pay more attention to the impact of manage-
rial behaviours — explaining how managerial
behaviours impact on, for example, the emer-
gence of the organisation’s strategy and it’s com-
petitive advantage, and therefore ultimately to
the organisation’s performance.

However, given these limitations, we believe
that by studying managerial work in small busi-
nesses, through observational methods, small
business researchers can make a distinctive con-
tribution to the understanding of how organisa-
tions are managed and structured. For example,
studies of managerial work should aid theorists
seeking to answer such questions as: how will
changing information technologies impact on the
nature of work within businesses; how small or-
ganisations are responding to emerging informa-
tion technologies; whether, and how, managerial
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work has changed in new ‘flatter’ and ‘dispersed’
organisational forms; how managers, through
their daily activities, build and protect organisa-
tional competences and intellectual capital; and
how managerial experiences impact on managerial
work and therefore on the emergence of competi-
tive advantage. From this research it may tran-
spire, paradoxically, that the CEOs of small
growth-orientated businesses may be the role
model for the CEO of larger organisations- rather
than the reverse, the assumption of much of the
literature on small business growth. Whether this
is the case requires further investigation.
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